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INTRODUCTION

DURING THE LATE SUMMER AND EARLY FALL OF 2010—WHILE THIS BOOK WAS still in progress—the country was riveted by the trial of Steven J. Hayes, accused of one of the most monstrous crimes in recent memory. Three years earlier, on the night of July 23, 2007, Hayes and an accomplice, Joshua Komisarjevsky—a pair of small-time hoodlums who had bonded at a halfway house for parolees—invaded the home of Dr. William A. Petit in the bucolic community of Cheshire, Connecticut. After savagely beating and binding the fifty-year-old endocrinologist, they proceeded to terrorize and torture his family, raping his wife, Jennifer Hawke-Petit, and at least one of the couple’s two daughters. In the morning, they forced Hawke-Petit to go to the local bank and withdraw $15,000, after which they brought her back home, strangled her to death, doused the children—Hayley, seventeen, and Michaela, eleven—with gasoline and set the house on fire. Only Dr. Petit managed to survive.

The horror visited upon the Petit family was so appalling that even passionate opponents of the death penalty were willing to make an exception in this case. Indeed, among the mild-mannered citizenry of Cheshire, there were many who felt that lethal injection was far too mild a punishment for the perpetrators of such an atrocity. Hayes and Komisarjevsky were the objects of universal detestation, their names synonymous with incomprehensible evil.

Yet for all the attention the case received, including major coverage on network TV news, if you were to mention those names today, few people would be able to identify them. In contrast to, say, the Fall River murders of 1892 or the double slaying of Nicole Brown Simpson and Ron Goldman a century later, the Cheshire tragedy seems unlikely to become one of those landmark crimes that exert a strange, enduring grip on the communal imagination.

As a student of American serial murder, I’ve often wondered why certain psychopaths have achieved near-mythic status, while other once-notorious killers, guilty of equally heinous crimes, have been completely forgotten. There’s a centuries-old phrase, dating at least as far back as Shakespeare’s time, for something that generates widespread, often frenzied interest for a few fleeting days and then fades into total oblivion: a nine-day wonder. Our voracious celebrity culture is full of these diversions: a homeless man with the golden voice of a radio announcer, for example, who achieves dizzying TV stardom for a week before subsiding again into obscurity, or a chorus line of bridesmaids and their escorts whose dancing entrance down the wedding aisle makes them a momentary media sensation. Enormities such as the slaughter of the Petit family, which transfix the nation for a little while and then vanish from memory, seem like the nightmarish equivalent of such phenomena: nine-day horrors, as it were.

To the public, the press, and even the perpetrators themselves, these sensationally shocking homicides often seem, at the time of their commission, to be crimes of historic proportion. Immediately after the 1866 execution of Martha Grinder, one of the most notorious serial murderers of her day, the Chicago Tribune proclaimed that the world “will never forget or cease to shudder at her monstrous deeds”—a prediction that has proved to be completely mistaken. Her contemporary Lydia Sherman, an even more prolific serial poisoner, was so infamous in her lifetime that children sang ditties about her: “Lydia Sherman is plagued with rats / Lydia has no faith in cats / So Lydia buys some arsenic / And then her husband gets sick / And then her husband he does die / And Lydia’s neighbors wonder why.” Today—when people can still recite the nursery rhyme about Lizzie Borden’s forty whacks—Sherman is remembered, if at all, only by the most devoted students of American crime.

In his own time, the psychopathic scholar Edward Ruloff was enough of a criminal celebrity to attract the fascinated interest of Mark Twain, who described him in print as “one of the most marvelous intellects of this or any other age.” Lizzie Halliday, another late nineteenth-century psycho killer, was not only compared to Jack the Ripper; some people believed that she actually was Jack the Ripper. The Gilded Age sociopath Harry Hayward—trumpeted in the press as “the most depraved, the most cold-blooded murderer ever to walk” the earth—achieved such notoriety that early marketers of Edison’s phonograph rushed out a wax-cylinder recording of his confession to feed the morbid appetites of the public.

Hayward, who fancied himself the “Napoleon of crime,” believed that his name would go down in the annals of infamy alongside those of Dr. H. H. Holmes and the San Francisco sex killer Theo Durrant (aka “The Demon of the Belfry”). Other once-notorious American psychos shared the same grandiose conviction. William Edward Hickman, guilty of one of the most grisly child abductions in American history, believed that he would become as famous as Leopold and Loeb—a reasonable expectation, given the widespread shock and horror provoked by his enormity. Apart from hard-core true crime aficionados, however, no one remembers his name today, while the two Jazz Age “thrill killers” continue to be the subjects of movies, plays, and bestselling books.

Hickman’s case reveals an interesting point. While inordinately gruesome or macabre crimes might appeal to a primal human need for morbid excitement, they are not necessarily the ones that exert the deepest fascination on the public. The crimes that come to define an era tend to be those that reflect its most pressing anxieties. To grown-ups of the 1920s, for example, the pampered, joyriding, college-age hedonists Leopold and Loeb were the living embodiments of the out-of-control “Flaming Youth” of the period—just as, forty years later, Charles Manson and his depraved followers seemed like the realization of every parent’s worst nightmares about sex- and drug-crazed hippies.

Conversely, there are sensational crimes that quickly fade from the front pages because they don’t speak to prevailing societal fears. If a domestic terrorist blew up a schoolhouse full of children today, then killed himself and a bunch of onlookers by detonating a car bomb, the atrocity would certainly be remembered as one of the most infamous of our age, certainly on a par with, say, the Columbine massacre. In 1927, however, when Americans didn’t live with the pervasive dread of terrorism, that very crime—committed by a madman named Andrew Kehoe—disappeared from the public consciousness in a shockingly short time.

That our nation experienced a horrendous act of terrorist mass murder just days before Charles Lindbergh’s epochal flight will, no doubt, come as a great surprise to most readers of this book—as it did to me when I first learned about the Kehoe case. Indeed, in researching and writing this book, I was amazed at the number of once-famous homicides I was only dimly aware of, or had never heard about at all—crimes that once held the whole country rapt with horror, committed by some of the most atrocious killers in the annals of American murder.

There was Peter Robinson, perpetrator of a murder so appalling that it inspired Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart.” Anton Probst, whose systematic slaughter of all eight members of a Pennsylvania farm family matched the savagery of the Manson murders a century later. Franklin Evans, a nineteenth-century sex killer whose hideous assaults on children foreshadowed the atrocities of the 1930s pedophiliac monster Albert Fish. Charles Freeman, the Cape Cod fanatic, driven to slaughter his own child in a deranged act of religious sacrifice. Elsie Whipple and Jesse Strang, the 1820s counterparts of Ruth Snyder and Judd Gray, the infamous “Double Indemnity” killers of the Roaring Twenties. Harry Powers, the Depression-era Bluebeard who kept his victims in a torture bunker on his West Virginian “murder farm” and whose crimes inspired the cinematic classic The Night of the Hunter.

Readers will meet them all and many others in the pages of Psycho USA, which presents their cases in chronological order. Insofar as their dreadful deeds have become shrouded in obscurity, this book, which delves into the darkness of the forgotten past, can be considered a shadow history of American crime.
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WILLIAM BEADLE,
FAMILY ANNIHILATOR

THE DIFFERENT ERAS IN OUR NATION’S SOCIAL HISTORY HAVE BEEN DISTINGUISHED not only by their specific fads and fashions—the kinds of clothes people wore, food they ate, music they listened to, slang they spoke, and so on—but also by the particular criminal types that captured the public imagination: the tommy-gun-toting gangsters of the 1920s, the switchblade-wielding juvenile delinquents of the 1950s, the sex-crazed psycho killers of the 1970s, and—in our own post-9/11 age—the suicidal mass murderers, whether school and workplace shooters or apocalyptic terrorists.

During the early years of the Republic, for reasons that historians and sociologists have been at pains to understand, America was gripped by fears of a new kind of killer: the so-called family annihilator, the formerly loving father and husband who, in a sudden fit of homicidal frenzy, hideously slaughtered his children and wife. And of these nightmarish figures, perhaps the most infamous was William Beadle, perpetrator of what one contemporary described as “a crime more atrocious and horrible” than any ever committed in New England “and scarcely exceeded in the history of man.”

[image: ]

BORN IN ENGLAND in 1730, Beadle emigrated to America at the age of thirty-two and eventually settled in the village of Wethersfield, Connecticut, where he operated a country store stocked with an unusually “handsome assortment of goods.” Surviving documents show him to have been possessed by the sort of overweening egotism typical of family annihilators. Though acknowledging his unprepossessing looks, he regarded himself as far superior to the run of humanity. “My person is small and mean to look on,” he wrote in one journal entry, “and my circumstances were always rather narrow, which were great disadvantages in the world. But I have great reason to think that my soul is above the common mould.” In his self-conceit, he likened himself to “a diamond among millions of pebbles.”

For several years his business thrived. Fiercely proud of his success, he maintained a handsome residence and entertained guests in grand style. He was held in high esteem by his neighbors, who saw him as an honorable tradesman, generous host, loving husband, and doting father.

In the aftermath of the Revolutionary War, however, Beadle suffered reversals that left him in dire financial straits. Unable to “bear the mortification of being thought poor and dependent,” he struggled to keep “up the outward appearance of his former affluence.” Eventually, however, he succumbed to despair. The thought of being perceived as a failure by his townsmen was more than he could tolerate. “If a man, who has once lived well, meant well, and done well, falls by unavoidable accident into poverty and submits to be laughed at, despised, and trampled on by a set of mean wretches as far below him as the moon is below the sun; I say, if such a man submits, he must become meaner than meanness itself.”

Concluding that suicide was less shameful than poverty, he decided to kill himself and his family. Like other killers of his psychopathic breed, he justified his intended atrocity as an act of kindness, even love. “I mean to close the eyes of six persons through perfect humanity and the most endearing fondness and friendship; for mortal father never felt more of these tender ties than myself.” Initially, he thought he might spare his wife. After much deliberation, however, he concluded that it would be cruel “to leave her behind to languish out a life in misery and wretchedness.” With her entire family suddenly gone, death would be a mercy for her.

As he began to mull over his plan, he “kept hoping that Providence would turn up something to prevent it, if the intent were wrong.” Instead, “every circumstance, from the greatest to the smallest trifle,” only served to convince him that destroying his family was the only sensible course. For a while, he prayed that his twelve-year-old son and three little daughters might perish accidentally, thus sparing him the necessity of killing them. To facilitate that end, he removed the protective wooden cover from the backyard well. He also encouraged them to swim in the deepest and most treacherous parts of the nearby river. When the children stubbornly survived these perils, he resolved to take more direct action.

Though uncertain at first as to when and how he would accomplish his “great affair” (as he described the intended massacre), he had no doubt that he would not quail when the time came. “How I shall really perform the task I have undertaken I know not till the moment arrives,” he wrote in his journal. “But I believe I shall perform it as deliberately and as steadily as I would go to supper, or to bed.”

He eventually fixed on the eighteenth of November for the execution of his plan. He first “procured a noble supper of oysters, that my family and I may eat and drink together, thank God, and then die.” He was forced to abandon his plan, however, when the maid—who had been sent off on an errand—returned unexpectedly and “prevented him for that time.”

A few weeks later, he made another aborted attempt that he described in his journal:


On the morning of the sixth of December, I rose before the sun, felt calm, and left my wife between sleep and wake, went into the room where my infants lay, found them all sound asleep; the means of death were with me, but I had not before determined whether to strike or not, but yet thought it a good opportunity. I stood over them, and asked my God whether it was right or not now to strike; but no answer came: nor I believe ever does to man while on earth. I then examined myself, there was neither fear, trembling, nor horror about me. I then went into a chamber next to that to look at myself in the glass; but I could discover no alteration in my countenanced of feelings: this is true as God reigns, but for further trial I yet postponed it.



Five days later, in the early morning hours of December 11, 1782, Beadle finally carried out his atrocity. Tiptoeing into the second-floor bedchamber shared by his four children and the housemaid, he shook the latter awake, then “ordered her to rise gently without disturbing the children” and meet him downstairs. When she appeared several minutes later, he handed her a note for the family physician, Dr. Farnsworth, who lived about a quarter-mile away. His wife, Beadle explained, had been “ill all night.” The housemaid was to proceed to Farnsworth’s home at once, give him the note, and remain there until he “should come with her.”

No sooner had she left on this errand than Beadle hurried into his bedroom, where he had stashed a newly sharpened axe and carving knife. After crushing his sleeping wife’s skull with the axe, he slit her throat with the knife, taking care to drain the blood into a vessel so as not to stain the bedsheets. After covering her face with a handkerchief, he proceeded to the children’s room, where he committed the same butchery upon them. He left the little boy lying in bed. The slaughtered girls were placed side by side on the floor, “like three lambs,” and covered with a blanket.

Leaving a trail of bloody footprints on the stairs, Beadle then descended to the kitchen, placed the axe and knife—“reeking with the blood of his family”—on a table, and seated himself in a Windsor chair by the fireplace. Several weeks earlier, in preparation for this moment, he had brought his two flintlock pistols to the village gunsmith for repair. He now took a pistol in each hand and, supporting his elbows on the arms of the chair, pressed the muzzles against his ears and pulled both triggers simultaneously, “splattering his brains against the walls and wainscoting.”

By then, Dr. Farnsworth had been roused from his bed by the maid and handed the note, which “announced the diabolical purpose of the writer.” Though Farnsworth “thought it impossible that a sober man could adopt so horrible a design,” he immediately alerted his neighbor, the Hon. Stephen Mix Mitchell, later chief justice of the state. The two men then rushed to the Beadles’ house, where they were greeted by the “tragical scene.”

Before long, news of the atrocity had spread throughout the village. “Multitudes of all ages and sexes” overran the house for a firsthand look at the carnage. The scene was described by Judge Mitchell, whose narrative account of the “horrid massacre” became one of the best-selling true crime pamphlets of its day:


The very inmost souls of the beholders were wounded at the sight and torn by contending passions. Silent grief, with marks of astonishment, were succeeded by furious indignation against the author of the affecting spectacle, which vented itself in incoherent exclamations. Some old soldiers, accidentally passing through the town that morning on their way from camp to visit their friends, led by curiosity, turned in to view the sad remains. On sight of the woman and her tender offspring, notwithstanding all their firmness, the tender sympathetic tear stealing gently down their furrowed cheeks betrayed the anguish of their hearts. On being showed the body of the sacrificer, they paused for a moment, then muttering forth an oath or two of execration, with their eyes fixed on the ground in silent sorrow, they slowly went their way. So awful and terrible a disaster wrought wonderfully on the minds of the neighborhood. Nature itself seemed ruffled and refused the kindly aid of balmly sleep for a time.



“Frantic with indignation and horror at a crime so unnatural and monstrous,” the inhabitants of Wethersfield refused to allow its perpetrator a Christian burial. Tying the bloody carving knife to his breast, they dragged him on a small sled to the riverbank, dug a grave in the unconsecrated ground, and tossed his uncoffined body into the hole “like the carcass of a beast.” A few days later, after deciding that the site was too close to the ferry landing, “sundry persons” dug up the corpse and transferred it “with utmost secrecy” to an “obscure spot.” Despite this precaution, “some children accidentally discovered the place.” The body was exhumed again and removed to yet another place “where it is hoped mankind will have no further vexation with it.”

In stark contrast to the contemptuous treatment of Beadle’s corpse, his victims’ funeral was a ceremonious affair. “The remains of the children were borne by a suitable number of equal age, attended with a sad procession of youths of the town, all bathed in tears,” wrote one observer. “Side by side the hapless woman’s corpse was carried in solemn procession to the parish churchyard, followed by a great concourse who, with affectionate concern and every token of respect, were anxious to express their heartfelt sorrow in performing the last mournful duties.”

Though subjected to an ignominious burial, William Beadle was granted a kind of immortality in the form of a widely circulated broadside ballad, illustrated with a woodcut showing a knife-wielding Beadle attacking his children:


A bloody scene I’ll now relate,

Which lately happen’d in a neighboring state




A murder of the deepest dye, I say,

O be amaz’d for surely well you may.

A man (unworthy of the name) who slew

Himself, his consort, and his offspring, too;

An amiable wife with four children dear,

Into one grave was put—Oh drop a tear!




Soon in the morning of the fatal day,

Beadle, the murd’rer sent his maid away,

To tell the awful deed he had in view;

To their assistance the kind neighbors flew.




It truly gives me pain for to pen down,

A deed so black, and yet his mind was sound.

Says he, “I mean to close six persons’ eyes,

Through perfect fondness and the tend’rest ties.”




Detest the errors to this deed him drew,

And mourn the hapless victims whom he slew;

And pray to God that Satan may be bound,

Since to deceive so many he is found.




Fly swiftly round, ye circling years,

Hail the auspicious day,

When love shall dwell in every heart—

Nor men their offspring slay!




Domestic Slaughter
Then And Now

“Something strange and horrible happened in a number of American households of the early republic,” writes scholar Daniel Cohen in a groundbreaking study of family annihilators such as William Beadle. “In a series of curiously clustered incidents, a handful of men, loving husbands and affectionate fathers, took axes from under their beds, or off their mantelpiece, and slaughtered their wife and children.”

To be sure, though the public was transfixed by reports of these atrocities, the crimes themselves were actually quite rare during the first quarter century of our nation’s existence. Cohen himself cites just five instances of familicide—“the slaughter of an entire family by its patriarchal head”—between 1781 and 1806. Uxoricide—the murder of a wife by her husband—was only slightly more common. According to recent research by historian Randolph Roth, “In all of New England, only about 35 spouses … were murdered before 1800.”

For complex social and cultural reasons, the situation began to change in the early decades of the nineteenth century, when “the rate of wife murder increased fivefold” throughout the north. At the same time (as crime historian Karen Halttunen shows in her classic book Murder Most Foul), printed accounts of familicide began to appear with increasing frequency, offering detailed descriptions of domestic butchery that sometimes bordered on the pornographic. Moralists who believe that today’s popular culture is unusually graphic in its depiction of violence might consider this passage from an 1857 crime pamphlet called The Triple Murderer, recounting the enormities of a midwestern family annihilator named Reuben Ward. After killing his wife Olive, Ward proceeded to dispose of the corpse in the most grisly way imaginable:


I tore the clothes open from the throat down. I then took a small pocket knife and opened the body, took the bowels out first, and then put them in the stove upon the wood; they being filled with air would make a noise in exploding, so I took my knife and pricked holes through them to prevent the noise; then took out the liver and heart … I then took out the blood remaining in the cavity of the body by placing a copper kettle close to the same and cupping it out with my hands … I broke off the ribs and took out the breast bone, and threw it into a large boiler; unjointed the arms at the shoulders, doubled them up and placed them in the boiler; then severed the remaining portions of the body by placing a stick of wood under her back and breaking the back bone over the same, cutting away the flesh and ligaments with a knife.



According to Roth, men who committed family homicide during this period were generally driven by the same intolerable sense of mortification that had overwhelmed William Beadle: “the feeling that they had failed in society’s eyes.” As Roth explains, circumstances in the early to mid-1800s placed increasingly high expectations on married men:


Having a house was no longer enough: it had to be a nice house. Having a job was no longer enough: a man had to have a career that followed an upward trajectory. Husbands were also expected to be more than just good providers; they had to be sober, amiable, and respectable.… When men could not meet society’s–expectations or fulfill their own hopes in what was, after all, the land of opportunity, they often turned on their wives, who were a persistent reminder of failure.



For a growing number of husbands, this societal pressure “to be sober, industrious, and successful only intensified their sense of themselves as failures” and bred an unbearable shame that climaxed in the destruction of their families and—more often than not—themselves.

The latest research into familicide confirms that modern-day perpetrators fit the same psychological profile as their early American counterparts. In his landmark study, Familicidal Hearts: The Emotional Styles of 211 Killers, criminologist Neil Websdale demonstrates that today’s “typical family killer is a man who, in his own eyes, is, or is about to become, a failure” and that “the presence of intense shame,” brought about by “social and economic pressures,” is “the single most important and consistent theme among familicide cases.”

Professor Jack Levin of Northeastern University, one of the country’s leading experts on mass murder, offers a similar view, describing the typical familicide as “a middle-aged man, a good provider who would appear to neighbors to be a dedicated husband and a devoted father. He will have suffered some prolonged frustration and feelings of inadequacy, but then suffers some catastrophic loss. It is usually financial.… He doesn’t hate his children but he often hates his wife and blames her for his miserable life. He feels an overwhelming sense of his own powerlessness.”

Typical of this breed was forty-eight-year-old businessman Russell Gilman of Scottsdale, Arizona, a seemingly solid citizen and family man who suffered devastating financial reversals when his marketing company went bankrupt. In the first week of August 2009, Gilman sat down at his dining room table and calmly wrote a note, explaining that “the money is gone, the bills keep coming, and the job I was offered fell through. There is no other solution but the one you find today.” He then methodically shot his forty-five-year-old wife, Stacey, and their two sons, Trevor and Liam, ages seven and three, before turning the 9-millimeter handgun on himself.






[Sources: S. M. Mitchell, A Narrative of the Life of William Beadle (Greenfield, CT, 1805); John Marsh, The Great Sin and Danger of Striving with God. A Sermon Preached at Wethersfield, December 13th, 1782. At the Funeral of Mrs. Lydia Beadle, Wife of the Late William Beadle, and Their Four Children, Who Were All Murdered by His Own Hands on the Morning of the 11th Instant (Middlebor-ough, MA: N. Coverly, 1783).]

[Sources: Daniel Cohen, “Homicidal Compulsion and the Condition of Freedom: The Social and Psychological Origins of Familicide in America’s Early Republic,” Journal of Social History (Summer 1995); Karen Halttunen, Murder Most Foul: The Killer and the American Gothic Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998); Randolph Roth, American Homicide (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press/Belknap, 2009); Neil Websdale, Familicidal Hearts: The Emotional Styles of 211 Killers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010.]




SAMUEL GREEN:
PRODIGY OF CRIME

NEAR THE START OF CALEB CARR’S 1994 BESTSELLER THE ALIENIST, THE narrator, John Moore—a reporter for the New York Times—visits the residence of the book’s titular hero, a psychologist named Laszlo Kreizler. A kind of nineteenth-century criminal profiler, the enlightened Kreizler holds to the theory, scandalous for its time, that psychopathic killers (as we’d now call them) are the product of severely abusive upbringings.

Finding Kreizler absorbed in some writing, Moore passes the time by perusing a book:


Waiting for him to look up, I approached a small bookshelf near the secretary and took down one of my favorite volumes: The Career and Death of the Mad Thief and Murderer, Samuel Green. The case, dating from 1822, was one that Laszlo often cited to the parents of his “students,” for the infamous Green had been, in Kreizler’s words, “a product of the whip”—beaten throughout his childhood—and at the time of his capture had openly acknowledged that his crimes against society were a form of revenge. My own attraction to the book was prompted by its frontispiece, which depicted “The Madman Green’s End” on a Boston gallows. I always enjoyed Green’s crazed stare in the picture.…



Carr, exercising the prerogative of a novelist, invents the name of Moore’s “favorite volume”; no book with that title is known to exist. Its subject, however, is no fiction. Indeed, Samuel Green, though long forgotten, was one of the most infamous American criminals of his time. His appalling career confirms the belief that today’s forensic psychiatrists share with Carr’s fictitious “alienist”: that, almost without exception, psychopathic killers are subjected to extreme and unrelenting cruelty as children.

IN HIS OWN time, when New England was still permeated by the grim spirit of Puritanism, Green’s lawless behavior was set down to “innate depravity.” Despite the best efforts of his “poor, honest parents” to “give him some education,” Green—born in Stafford County, New Hampshire, in 1797—was trouble from the start. “From his earliest childhood,” writes one nineteenth-century chronicler, “mischief was his whole study.”

It is clear from this account, however, that, in seeking to curb the boy’s unruly conduct, Green’s parents, along with other adult caretakers in his life, took the old adage “Spare the rod and spoil the child” to extremes. He was whipped for playing hooky and whipped for misbehaving at school. Apprenticed at eight years old to a blacksmith, he committed a petty theft, “for which he received a sound flagellation.”

He was later sent back to school, “but usually played the truant and was as constantly whipped.” On one occasion, he skipped school and went to the general store, where he shoplifted a mouth harp. “Returning home, his master whipped him for running away, and on the morrow discovered the theft; for which he whipped the boy again and sent him to restore his booty, with a promise that unless he returned in due time, he should be flogged once more. Green again transgressed, and his master kept his word.” The boy escaped “back home to his parents, who made him taste of the rod afresh and sent him back to his master, who applied the whip to his back once more.”

Nowadays, we have come to understand that brutalizing a child is a surefire way to turn him or her into a sociopath. If a person is hideously maltreated from the earliest years, it is almost guaranteed that he or she will grow up with a malignant view of existence. To such a person, the world is a hateful place where all human relationships are based not on love and respect but on power and domination. Having been tortured by his primary caretakers, he will, in later life, seek to inflict torture on others, partly as a way of taking revenge—of making other people suffer the way he has suffered—and partly because he has been so psychologically warped by his experiences that he can feel pleasure only by inflicting pain.

Some inkling of this truth appears to have entered the minds of Green’s contemporaries. “Perhaps, had mild measures been taken,” writes James Faxon, his first biographer, “reform might have been the result; but the scourge confirmed him in obstinacy and awakened a spirit of revenge in his bosom.” Even Faxon, however, concludes that the real problem was not the draconian discipline to which the boy was subjected but his own inborn character, his “stubborn and ugly disposition.”

Unsurprisingly, after years of relentless punishment and humiliation, young Green began displaying the symptomatic behavior of budding serial killers: juvenile sadism and precocious pyromania. On one occasion, he “drowned a dog in the family well.” On another, he “stabbed a swine.” He also tried to burn down his master’s house, “but the fire was discovered in time and the dwelling was saved.” For each of these acts, young Green was horsewhipped to within an inch of his life.

His already vicious behavior took its inevitable turn toward the homicidal when, in a fit of vengeful fury, he attempted to murder his master. The latter, we are told, “had a workshop, the door of which opened outward. Against this, the young desperado laid a heavy stick of timber on the inside, and on the top a broad axe, in the hopes that when his master opened the door, they would fall upon and destroy him.” As a backup, Green also “prepared the barn door in the same fashion, poising a pitchfork on the top, with the points downward.”

By good luck, Green’s intended victim escaped both of these booby traps alive, if not entirely unscathed. “The fall of the timber bruised his shoulder,” Faxon informs us, “and at the barn the pitchfork wounded his foot.” Neither injury proved sufficiently disabling to prevent Green’s master from administering a savage flogging to his young would-be murderer.

HAVING NARROWLY AVOIDED death at the hands of his incorrigible apprentice, Green’s master lost no time in ridding himself of the boy, who returned to the home of his now aged parents. Before long, Green fell in with a local crook who became his mentor in vice, “showing him how to break open shops and window shutters.” The older man “also gave him counterfeit money to pass, promising him half the profits.” The wily Green proved an apt pupil, quickly disposing of forty-seven counterfeit dollars and—with the aid of a fellow delinquent named Ash—burglarizing a neighborhood shop of “merchandise to the value of an hundred dollars.”

From the scant historical record, it’s difficult to determine exactly how old Green was at this time. Evidence suggests, however, that—though already embarked on a career as a professional thief—he was still a preadolescent.

Along with their new criminal pursuits, Green and his accomplice, Ash, found plenty of time to perpetrate various acts of juvenile mayhem. On one occasion, while attempting to steal a rowboat, they were set upon by the owner, who “succeeded in laying his hands upon Ash.” Snatching up a large rock, Green struck the boat’s owner on the head, then broke his arm with the stone “as he lay on the ground.”

Some months afterward, when winter had set in, the two young reprobates came upon a group of children sledding down a hill “with great velocity” and threw a piece of timber under its runners, causing it to crash. “One boy had his arm and another his thigh broken,” reports Faxon. When the children’s schoolmaster, “a large man,” learned of the deed, he tracked down the perpetrators and “beat them severely.” In retaliation, Green and Ash armed themselves with clubs and waylaid the teacher as he made his way home one evening. After “felling him to the earth,” they “bound him, beat him, stripped him naked, and tore his clothes to pieces before his face. It was a very cold night but, notwithstanding, they left him thus with his hands tied behind his back.” Ash—described by Faxon as even more vicious than Green—wanted to slice off the man’s nose but, in a rare moment of compunction, “Green would not consent.”

HAVING ROUSED the fury of the law with their savage attack on the schoolmaster, the two hooligans fled town and took to the road. With their pockets full of “bad money,” they caroused through the New England countryside, bankrolling their debaucheries with the counterfeit bills, supplemented with the proceeds from countless burglaries and armed robberies. When Green wasn’t cheating at cards, drinking himself into a stupor, consorting with “abandoned women,” or breaking into houses to steal silverware and jewelry, he was busily seducing young girls, including one “daughter of a poor widow” he ruined after arranging to rendezvous with her at church. “Thus,” intones Faxon, “even in the temple of the Almighty, his depravity was proved.”

His sole redeeming feature was a small soft spot he harbored in his heart for his mother. After one particularly successful burglary—a break-in at a “wholesale store” that netted him enough money to treat himself to a fancy new set of clothes along with a “fine horse”—he displayed his filial devotion in the single act of generosity he is known to have performed. During a brief visit home to his mother, reports Faxon, “he gave her a cow.”

Though “chiefly a burglar,” Green found ample opportunity to indulge his appetite for sociopathic violence. On one occasion, when a tavernkeeper caught Green and Ash trying to pass a bad five-dollar bill at his establishment and threatened to alert the authorities, they overpowered the man and attempted to throw him alive into the roaring fireplace. Only the timely “interference of his wife and servant maid,” who heard the commotion and raised the alarm, saved the man’s life. Not long afterward, the pair waylaid and robbed a traveling peddler, then—acting on Ash’s philosophy that “a dead cock never crows”—beat the man to death, “tied some large stones to the corpse and sunk it in a pond.”

Over the next few years—sometimes assisted by Ash but more often operating on his own—Green terrorized the Northeast, becoming in the process what crime historian Jay Robert Nash calls “America’s first Public Enemy Number One”:


He was arrested and jailed several times on suspicion, but evidence was lacking to indict him and he was routinely released. After looting a jewelry store in Montreal, Canada, Green was pursued by a posse. He fought his way out of a trap, shooting several men, but he was later apprehended and jailed. He was tried, convicted and sentenced to death, but his friend Ash helped him to escape. Returning to the remote mountains of New Hampshire, Green hid for some months. He then went on another crime spree, burglarizing stores and homes in Albany, New York and New York City. In Middlebury, Vermont, he robbed and shot to death a French traveler. By this time, nothing was beyond the ambitions of Samuel Green. He left a trail of burglary, rape, horse-stealing, counterfeiting, and murder from Montpelier, Vermont to Schenectady, New York; from Saco, Maine to Barre, Vermont. Half the country was looking for him; the bounties to be paid for his capture were enormous.



Exactly how many homicides Green committed during this period is unclear, though certainly enough to qualify him as one of our country’s earliest serial killers. There was one especially savage killing still to come. It would prove to be Green’s last.

WHILE PASSING THROUGH the town of Danvers, Massachusetts—the site, a century earlier, of New England’s infamous witch hysteria—Green got drunk, broke into a general store, and stole $30 in cash, along with “goods of all description.” Pursued by a posse, he was apprehended soon afterward, promptly tried, and sentenced to thirty days in solitary confinement in the state prison followed by four years of hard labor. Like all new inmates, Green was scrubbed, shaved bald, and clothed in coarse prison garb upon admission. He was then tossed into a dark, cramped cell furnished with a narrow cot, two threadbare blankets, and a bucket. Three times a day, attendants came around to feed him his meals of bread and water.

Emerging after thirty days, he was put to work breaking rocks in the prison yard. Before long, he made a failed escape attempt. For his trouble, he was outfitted with a heavy wooden clog shackled to his leg—a crude precursor of the ball and chain. He was forced to wear this torturous appurtenance for nine months. Several years were also added to his sentence.

Three years later, Green and several cohorts plotted to break out of jail. Their plan was foiled, however, when another prisoner, an African American named Billy Williams, got wind of it and informed the keeper. Vowing revenge, Green cornered Williams in a prison workshop and attacked him with an iron bar, shattering his arms, legs, and rib cage and breaking open his skull. Somehow, Williams managed to cling to life for a week.

At his trial for murder, Green insisted that he merely meant to beat the informer, not kill him—a claim clearly belied by the sheer ferocity of the assault. He was convicted and sentenced to die on the gallows—“a fate,” observes Faxon, “he had a thousand times merited.”

The execution took place on Boston Common on the morning of April 25, 1822. On the day of his death, Samuel Green was just twenty-five years old. For his contemporaries, the young malefactor was a kind of prodigy, whose energies, had they been put to better use, would have singled him out for high distinction. “The records of America—we may say, indeed, of the world—do not furnish the name of an individual who crowded so many crimes into so short a life,” concludes Faxon. “Nor have we ever seen a more utter perversion of abilities which, properly directed, might have served and adorned the name of humanity.”




[Sources: James Faxon, The Record of Crimes in the United States; Containing a Brief Sketch of the Prominent Traits in the Characters and Conduct of Many of the Most Notorious Malefactors, Who Have Been Guilty of Capital Offences; and Who Have Been Detected and Convicted (Buffalo: H. Faxon & Co., 1834); George N. Thomson, Confessions, Trials, and Biographical Sketches of the Most Cold-Blooded Murderers, Who Have Been Executed in This Country from Its First Settlement Down to the Present Time—Compiled Entirely from the Most Authentic Sources; Containing Also, Accounts of Various Other Daring Outrages Committed in This and Other Countries (Hartford, CT: S. Andrus and Sons, 1837); Jay Robert Nash, The Great Pictorial History of World Crime, vol. I (Wilmette, IL: History, Inc., 2004).]




JESSE STRANG AND THE
CHERRY HILL MURDER

GIVEN THE MORE OR LESS IMMUTABLE TRAITS OF HUMAN NATURE, INCLUDING OUR innate potential for violently antisocial behavior, it’s no surprise that certain kinds of crimes recur over the centuries. During the 1920s, America was transfixed by the case of the brassy Queens housewife Ruth Snyder, who persuaded her lover, a mousy corset salesman named Judd Gray, to help murder her unwanted husband. At the time, the case (which inspired the classic noir novel and film Double Indemnity) was seen as emblematic of the age, a symptom of the “anything goes” ethos and breakdown of traditional moral values that characterized the Roaring Twenties. As it happened, however, a crime almost identical to the Snyder-Judd case occurred in America a full century earlier. Its perpetrators were a pair of illicit lovers, a flighty young female named Elsie Whipple and her lovesick patsy, Jesse Strang.

BORN IN POVERTY and raised “to hard labor,” Strang was a thirty-year-old drifter who—after deserting a wife and two children in Dutchess County, New York—led a footloose life out west before making his way to Albany in 1826. By then, he was going under the name Joseph Orton. Severely nearsighted, he wore bifocal eyeglasses that endowed him with a learned appearance wildly at variance with his actual intelligence. Acquaintances called him “Doctor.”

It was in the early part of August 1826, just weeks after showing up in Albany, that he first set his myopic eyes on Elsie Whipple, disporting herself in a barroom. At his initial glimpse of the vivacious, golden-haired beauty, “the flame of lawless love” (as an early chronicler put it) was kindled in Jesse’s bosom. Assuming from her free-and-easy behavior that she was “a young, sprightly girl,” he remarked to a companion: “I would not mind passing a night in her chamber.” He was surprised to learn that Elsie was in fact a married woman, wed to one John D. Whipple, a well-to-do canal engineer nine years her senior. Still, his companion assured him, “he need not despair.” After all, many another wife married to an older husband had taken a young lover.

A few weeks later, by either chance or design, Jesse took a live-in job for $13 a month at the very place where Elsie and her husband boarded: Cherry Hill, the mansion owned by the Albany blueblood Philip Van Rensselaer, Elsie’s uncle by marriage. For a time, “no particular intimacy took place” between the two future conspirators. Eventually, however, Elsie—undoubtedly perceiving Jesse’s barely suppressed hunger for her and his susceptibility to sexual manipulation—declared her passion for him, her unhappiness in her marriage, and her willingness to run off with him. She had never believed that “there was such a thing” as true love, she informed him, “until it was awakened by the beauty of his eyes”—a quality evidently magnified by Jesse’s thick-lensed spectacles.

Elated, Jesse proposed that they elope at once and resettle in Ohio, where they could live under assumed names. He “would be as a husband to her,” he declared, “and take the best care of her that was in his power.” Elsie consented, though she insisted that they would need at least $1,200 (roughly $26,000 in today’s money) to establish a new life together.

She first suggested that Jesse “forge a check on the bank in Whipple’s name” for the requisite sum, a plan that Strang quickly vetoed since he could barely write. She then came up with another proposal. If her husband died, she stood to inherit more than enough money to make their dream come true. Unfortunately, John Whipple was in excellent health. The obvious solution, Elsie explained, was for Jesse to do away with her husband.

Though Jesse was not overburdened with moral scruples, he was shocked by the suggestion and adamantly refused. Elsie responded in the time-honored way of her ilk—by casting aspersions on his manhood. Clearly, Jesse was not as “bold” as another of her suitors, a fellow who had offered to dispose of John Whipple “if she would consent to have him.” With his paramour threatening to withhold her favors from him and bestow them on another man, it wasn’t long before the weak-willed Jesse relented.

Repairing to the nearest apothecary shop, Jesse purchased an ounce of powdered arsenic, explaining to the druggist that his house was overrun with rats. He then brought the poison home to Elsie, who stirred a heaping teaspoon into a steaming cup of tea. Before proceeding further, the “abominable pair” swore a solemn oath, pledging that, even if subjected to the most extreme forms of duress, they would never, under any circumstances, betray each other. Elsie then brought the poisoned tea out to her husband, who drained the cup. For some reason, however—either because the arsenic was defective or because John Whipple’s “constitution was uncommonly strong”—the dose had no effect.

Strang tried again, this time buying arsenic from a different druggist. Again, however, Whipple, who seemed weirdly immune to the poison, imbibed a dose with no ill effects.

Apparently assuming that someone else might have better luck, Jesse next approached the family cook, a female slave named Dinah Jackson, and offered her $500 to poison Whipple. In stark contrast to Strang—regarded by dint of his color as her social and moral superior—Washington stoutly refused. “I won’t sell my soul to hell for all the world,” she declared. Several other efforts to hire paid assassins came to nothing.

In the meantime, Jesse and Elsie continued their adulterous affair, sometimes slipping off to an inn in a neighboring town and putting up for the night under the guise of husband and wife. It was during one of these assignations that Elsie proposed a new plan. Her husband was about to undertake a trip to Vermont and had to be at the stagecoach depot early Monday morning. Her idea was that Jesse waylay Whipple on his way into town and “shoot him or take an axe or club and knock out his brains.”

When Jesse convinced her that such an ambush was too risky, Elsie came up with yet another scheme: that Strang steal one of Mr. Whipple’s pistols and, from a vantage point outside the house, shoot her husband through his bedroom window as he sat at his table.

Jesse objected that he had never fired a pistol in his life and was “as likely to kill another member of the family as the one intended.” He thought, however, he might be able to do the job with a “two-barreled rifle.” With $20 provided by Elsie, he embarked on a shopping trip to Albany. Finding that a double-barreled weapon was beyond his means, however, he purchased a rifle instead.

Back home, Jesse spent some time perfecting his marksmanship in the woods. Elsie—worried that her husband’s window might deflect the bullet—provided him with several panes of glass for his target practice. She promised to leave her husband’s window curtains open on the fateful night, so that Jesse would have an unobstructed shot. On the day before the planned assassination, they sealed their unholy compact with a final bout of adulterous sex in a hayloft.

The following evening, Monday, May 7, 1826, at around 9:00 p.m., Jesse climbed to a spot atop a shed not far from John Whipple’s second-floor bedroom. Through the window, he could see his target seated at his desk. Carefully aiming at a spot just under Whipple’s arm, he pulled the trigger, firing the rifle—as he later confessed—“with as much composure as if I had shot at a deer.”

“Oh Lord!” cried Whipple, and tumbled from the chair, dead.

After disposing of his rifle deep in the woods and “readjusting his clothes,” Jesse strode to the main road and returned to his lodging, pretending that he had just gotten back from a trip to Albany. Informed that Mr. Whipple had been shot, he hurried up to the room where his victim was lying. At his first glimpse of the blood-soaked corpse, he turned so deathly pale that his reaction would later be taken as “the first symptom of guilt.”

As he and Elsie had prearranged, Jesse informed the authorities that he had recently seen a pair of canal workers prowling near the house and believed that these roughnecks—supposedly disgruntled employees of Whipple’s—might be the culprits. It wasn’t long, however, before Jesse’s alibi fell apart and his affair with Elsie was uncovered. Both were promptly arrested.

For a while, Jesse stoutly maintained his innocence. Confronted with overwhelming evidence, however—including the testimony of the gunsmith who had sold him the murder weapon—he finally broke down and confessed. Despite their solemn pledge of mutual loyalty, Jesse immediately tried to pin the blame on Elsie, insisting that she had masterminded the crime and offering to testify against her in exchange for a pardon. Rebuffed by the district attorney, Jesse stood trial in July 1847. The jury took fifteen minutes to find him guilty and sentence him to hang.

Three days later, Elsie went on trial. In an age that perceived women as the “tender sex,” incapable of cold-blooded murder, Elsie, for all her “weak, frivolous, and wanton” behavior, was widely and sympathetically viewed as a susceptible young female who had been led astray by an “artful and designing villain.” The jury acquitted her without leaving their seats.

A FESTIVE CROWD of more than thirty thousand spectators—“persons of every age and description”—showed up to watch Jesse Strang hang on Friday, August 24, 1827. While most came from “adjacent towns,” many had traveled “from places of even one hundred miles distance.” Of this “vast multitude,” “fully one third were females.”

To maintain order, “at least one thousand soldiers, including several uniformed companies from distant parts of the county of Albany, attended.” Despite this heavy military presence, the scene was so raucous that public executions were thereafter banned in Albany.

The scaffold had been erected in a little valley called Beaver Hill Hollow, situated “a short distance south of the Capitol.” It was, wrote one observer, an ideal site for such a spectacle: “surrounded by a number of hills capable of affording to each spectator a perfect view of the gallows; and they were crowded to their summits, strangers continuing to flock to the spot from all quarters.”

At precisely one o’clock, Strang emerged from the jailhouse, attended by his spiritual advisor, the Rev. Mr. Lacey. He was “dressed in a long, white robe, trimmed with black, black gloves and shoes, and wearing on his head a white cap, also trimmed with black. Preceding him in a wagon, drawn by black horses, was his coffin.”

Ascending the scaffold with “firm and undaunted steps,” he made a brief address to the spectators, “expressing his contrition for having committed the awful crime for which he was about to suffer the just sentence of the law. He hoped the unsuspecting and the guilty would take warning by him and shun all evil ways, unnatural passions, and sinful lust which had proved his ruin and caused his disgraceful death. He hoped that his death might be received as an atonement for his sins and that the spectators would return peaceably to their homes with their hearts softened by what they had witnessed and dedicated to virtue and truth.”

After a final, fervent prayer, Strang bid a tearful farewell to the Rev. Mr. Lacey, who “commended him to his Maker.” The sheriff, a fellow with the curious name of Ten Eyck, then stepped forward and adjusted the noose around Strang’s neck. In a final display of fortitude that won the admiration of the crowd, Jesse “himself drew the cap over his face.” Unfortunately, Sheriff Eyck botched his job. When the trap was sprung, the knot, which should have been positioned beneath Jesse’s left ear, slipped to the back of his neck. As a result, Strang’s “neck did not break and his sufferings were apparently long and painful.”

He hung for a full twenty minutes before he was cut down and placed in the waiting coffin. For the sake of his siblings and “poor afflicted father,” who had attracted much public sympathy, Jesse’s cadaver was spared the usual postmortem fate of executed criminals: public dissection in an anatomy school. Instead, his remains were loaded aboard a steamboat and conveyed to his family home in Dutchess County, “there to receive the usual rites of Christian burial.”

Two years after Jesse Strang’s abject, agonizing death, Elsie Whipple—then living in New Brunswick, New Jersey—remarried.


Hawthorne and Strang

Though the murder at Cherry Hill didn’t inspire any famous works of fiction or film, it made a deep impression on one of our greatest authors, Nathaniel Hawthorne.

Given his sense of “Puritanic gloom” (as his friend Herman Melville called it)—his obsession with sin, guilt, and the darker urges of the human heart—it is unsurprising that Hawthorne was addicted to murder pamphlets and trial reports throughout his life. One of his favorite childhood books was the seventeenth-century crime collection The Triumphe of God’s Revenge Against the Crying and Execrable Sin of Murther, a volume he reread so compulsively that he completely wrecked its binding. His craving for such prurient fare was so intense that during his stint as American consul to Liverpool during the mid-1850s, he had a friend ship him regular batches of penny papers so that he could keep up with the grisly goings-on back home. One of the last memories Hawthorne’s son Julian had of his father was of the aged man “sedulously leafing through an enormous volume of trial reports.”

Hawthorne was a particular fan of James Faxon’s 1833 volume, The Record of Crime in the United States, an early true crime anthology containing (as the subtitle put it) sketches of “the most notorious malefactors who have been guilty of capital offenses and who have been detected and convicted.” Among the cases detailed in the book was that of Jesse Strang.

In July 1838, Hawthorne, according to his journal, made a special trip to Boston to view a “show of wax-figures, consisting almost wholly of murderers and their victims.” Among the most lifelike of the statues were, in Hawthorne’s words, those of “Strang and Mrs. Whipple who together murdered the husband of the latter.” To judge by the entry, Hawthorne considered writing a “satire” based on the exhibit, but evidently abandoned the idea.






[Sources: The Authentic Confession of Jesse Strang, Executed at Albany, Friday, August 24, 1827, for the Murder of John Whipple; as Made to the Rev. Mr. Lacey, Rector of St. Peter’s Church, Albany; From the Time of Strang’s Imprisonment down to the Hour of His Execution. Published to the World at Strang’s Dying Request! Together with the Account of His Execution and Conduct Under the Gallows. (New York: E. M. Burden & A. Ming Jr., 1827); Louis C. Jones, Murder at Cherry Hill: The Strang-Whipple Case, 1827 (Historic Cherry Hill, NY: A Cherry Hill Publication, 1982).]
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ROBERT McCONAGHY,
“THE INHUMAN BUTCHER”

AVETERAN OF THE WAR OF 1812 KNOWN FOR HIS GRUFF MANNER AND QUICK temper, William Brown had just turned thirty-seven when he married his first wife, Rosanna, in 1817. Eleven years later, the couple settled in Huntingdon County, Pennsylvania, purchasing a 126-acre farm on the east slope of Jack’s Mountain. By then, they were the parents of two girls and four boys, the whole family sharing a crude one-story log house built by Brown.

In the spring of 1840, only four of the children still lived at home: seventeen-year-old Betsy and the three youngest boys, David, Jacob, and George, whose ages ranged from ten to sixteen. Their big brother, twenty-one-year-old John—after years of increasingly violent quarrels with his father—had moved four miles away to Shirleysburg, where he worked for a farmer named Samuel Carothers. The oldest of the Brown siblings, twenty-two-year-old Peggy, lived in a small cabin on her father’s land with her husband, Robert McConaghy, and their three small children.

Apart from his age—thirty-one at the time he perpetrated what his contemporaries called “the most awful atrocity in the annals of crime”—little information has come down to us about Robert McConaghy. We know that he could barely read, occasionally drank to excess, and was much given to coarse language. He was also filled with a seething resentment toward his father-in-law. Though hardly rich, William Brown was a man of substance in his little community. His farm—including house, barn, and outbuildings—was valued at roughly $4,000, more than $100,000 in today’s dollars. McConaghy not only coveted his father-in-law’s property but felt entitled to it. “I thought I had as good a right to it as any of them,” he would later confess. He knew it would never be his, however, unless his wife inherited it.

For that to happen, the rest of her family would have to die.

BY THE MIDDLE of May 1840, McConaghy had concocted a plan to wipe out his wife’s entire family at a single awful stroke. The first step was to lure young John Brown back home.

Among the Browns’ livestock was a handsome year-old colt. From the time it was foaled, John had been eager to own it. Owing to the bad blood between them, however, his father had refused to sell it to him.

Late Friday afternoon, May 29, John was out plowing corn for his employer, Samuel Carothers, when his brother-in-law suddenly appeared. To the young man’s surprise, McConaghy announced that he had been sent there with a message from John’s father. The old man had decided to let John have the colt for $15. Though the price was slightly higher than John expected, he quickly agreed to the terms and said he would come fetch the animal in a few days, when he was done with the plowing. McConaghy persuaded him, however, that he had better get there sooner, before the old man had a change of heart. John promised he would come the next day.

BY THE FOURTH decade of the nineteenth century there were more than one hundred iron furnaces operating throughout Pennsylvania. One of these was the Matilda Furnace, located in Mount Union about ten miles from William Brown’s farm. To supplement his income, Brown worked regularly at the furnace, often remaining in Mount Union for days at a stretch. Early in the afternoon of Saturday, May 30, having been away from his farm nearly a week, he packed his few belongings and started for home by foot.

He took his time, stopping along the way to shoot the breeze with some acquaintances. It was close to 5:00 p.m. when he approached his farm. As he crossed the boundary line separating his land from his nearest neighbor’s, he heard his “dog bark and howl.” The dog kept up the noise as Brown continued toward the house. “I was surprised to hear it,” he later testified.

He got another surprise when he stepped onto the log stoop and reached to open the front door. The handle was missing. Puzzled, he turned to look around. As he glanced toward the barn, he saw a flash from the hayloft, heard the crack of a rifle, and felt a bullet whistle by his head. An instant later, a second shot rang out. This time, the bullet grazed his jaw and sheared off part of his ear.

Leaping from the stoop, Brown ran toward the barn. As he did, a bareheaded man in dark clothes jumped down from the hayloft and bolted for the woods. “You damned infernal rascal,” Brown screamed after him. “What are you doing there?” By then, the man had vanished.

Inside the barn, Brown found the missing front-door handle lying beside his own two flintlock rifles, normally kept in his house. Grabbing the firearms, he ran back to the house for his shot pouch, intending to reload the guns and take off after his would-be assassin. When he burst into his front room, however, he saw a body lying facedown on the floor. “It was my son John,” Brown said later. “I put my hand to him and turned him round on his back. He was all stiff. His face was black, and blood was running out of each side of his mouth.” He had been shot through the chest.

Leaving the rifles, Brown ran up the road, where he found two of his neighbors, William Atherton and John Taylor, chopping wood in an orchard. “My God, what’s happened to you?” cried Atherton, seeing Brown’s frantic look and mangled ear. Brown told them he’d been shot and his son John killed. While Atherton hurried off to raise the alarm, Taylor and Brown returned to the latter’s farmhouse. It was Taylor who first spotted the bulky form beneath the quilt in the bedroom. “Brown, you had better look in that bed,” he said grimly. Stepping to the bedside, Brown pulled the quilt down, uncovering (as he put it) “my old lady’s head laying on the pillow.” Her skull had been crushed and her throat slit with an axe blade.

The four youngest children weren’t located until the following day when neighbors scouring the property found their corpses, partly covered by old leaves and sticks, in different places on the farm. Fourteen-year-old Jacob had been shot through the back of the head. Sixteen-year-old George had been savagely bludgeoned with a blunt instrument, then strangled. Betsy, eighteen, had had her skull crushed with stones. Eleven-year-old David had died of strangulation, though a bullet passing through his pants between his legs had also (according to the testimony of the physician who conducted the postmortem) “circumcised him, as it were.”

Surrounded by his neighbors, Brown wept openly. “I don’t know what injury I ever done to the man that he should kill off my family so,” he said through his tears. As for the man’s identity, Brown had no doubts at all. He had gotten a clear look at the killer “from his breast to the top of his head” before the man leapt down from the hayloft and fled. It was his son-in-law, Robert McConaghy.

THE DRIED BLOOD of his victims was still caked beneath his fingernails when McConaghy was arrested the following day. Locked up in the county jail, he tearfully protested his innocence but could give no convincing account of his whereabouts at the time of the slaughter. He was convicted after a brief trial in mid-November 1840 and sentenced to die in November. “Your case is without parallel in criminal jurisprudence,” the judged intoned on delivering the dread sentence. “For barbarity, treachery and depravity, your cruelty and wickedness have not been surpassed by the pirates of the West Indies or the savages of the wilderness!”

He continued to maintain his innocence right up to the day of his execution, having somehow gotten it into his head that “he would not be hung unless he confessed to the murder.” The exhortations of his spiritual advisors, the Revs. George L. Brown and John Peebles—who assured him that God would have no mercy on his soul unless he made a clean breast of his sins—were unavailing. “He denied it again and again,” Rev. Brown wrote later.

On the morning of Friday, November 16, 1840, after a sleepless night spent in agonized prayer, McConaghy, dressed in his grave clothes, was led to the scaffold. His legs were so unsteady that he had to be supported by Sheriff Joseph Shannon and a deputy. Taking him by the hand, Rev. Brown made one last attempt to elicit a confession. “Oh, do not bother me,” McConaghy cried. “I can tell no more!” A moment later, the hangman released the drop.

Then something happened that, in the view of astonished observers, seemed like an act of God—a “Providential occurrence,” in the words of Rev. Brown.

As the condemned man’s bound and hooded body plunged through the air, the rope snapped. McConaghy hit the ground on his feet, then toppled onto his back.

Stunned but still very much alive, McConaghy was infused with sudden hope. “They ought now to let me go clear,” he exclaimed to the clergymen. It was not until he was informed that “he must try it again” that he finally accepted the inevitable. While another noose was made ready, he asked the Revs. Brown and Peebles to “stoop low, put your faces close to mine.” Then, speaking in a tremulous voice, he offered a brief, chilling account of his methodical slaughter of his father-in-law’s wife and five children:


I was not long in making up my mind to commit this murder—about a week as near as I can recollect. I killed George first. I beat him with the supple of a flail and left him wounded. I thought he was dead but I found he was not. I then choked him to death.

I then took little Dave out into the woods. I knocked him down with a little stick and choked him to death. I then went back to the house and took Jacob and told him the boys were gunning back there. I then shot him as he was going on before me. I killed him dead. I went back to see if the two boys, George and Dave, were dead. I found them dead. After I had killed George, I would not have gone any further if little Dave had not come out to me.

I then went to the house and took Elizabeth and led her out to gather strawberries; she had a little bucket and me a pan. I beat her on the head with stones and then put my foot upon her neck and choked her to death. I then went back to the barn and sat there a spell, waiting for the old woman to come out. She came near the door and I shot at her and hit her in the arm, and she ran about the house holding her arm. I then ran to the house and asked her if she knew who done it. She said she did not know. I told her to go into the room and go to bed. I said this for fear she would faint. I then brought her a drink of water. God bless her, but I have pitied her since. I thought a heap of her. I don’t know whether I can be forgiven for being so wicked. I then got the axe and hit her above the right eye with the pole or the right side of the axe, I am not certain which. She then fell over on the bed on which she was sitting. I then cut her throat with the axe to put her out of her misery. I then threw a quilt over her.

I then went to Brown’s chest and took from between seven and eight dollars from it—this was all I could
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