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​America's First Public Enemy Number One: Samuel Green

Samuel Green (1796-1822), a serial killer whose brutal career spanned New England, is historically notable for being one of the first individuals in 1820s America designated as "public enemy number one." Born in Meredith, New Hampshire, Green's violent pathology stemmed from a combination of severe childhood abuse—which his parents wrongly believed was an exorcism—and apparent psychopathic traits. This trauma created a remorseless killer responsible for dozens of murders across multiple states.

After escaping Canadian custody where he faced a death sentence for robbery, Green's spree continued until his final, horrific crime: the November 1821 murder of fellow inmate Billy Williams at Massachusetts State Prison. Green viciously attacked Williams with an iron rod, inflicting a fractured skull and numerous other broken bones; Williams succumbed to his injuries seven days later.

Green's subsequent conviction and execution on April 25, 1822, created a remarkable historical anomaly: he was the first and only white person ever executed in Massachusetts for murdering a Black victim. This solitary statistic dramatically underscores the extreme racial bias in antebellum American capital punishment, given that 533 Black people were executed for crimes against whites for every single white person executed for killing a Black victim. Nonetheless, Green's case demonstrated that, however rare, equal justice was theoretically attainable.
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PART I: ORIGINS OF A KILLER (1796-1815)
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​PART I: ORIGINS OF A KILLER (1796-1815)



​Chapter 1: Born Into Darkness


​The New Hampshire Frontier

In the closing years of the eighteenth century, Meredith, New Hampshire, was a place where civilization met wilderness in an uneasy truce. Established as a town only decades earlier, in 1768, this settlement in the Lakes Region represented the optimism of the early American republic—a place where hardworking families could carve prosperity from the dense forests and rocky soil that characterized the New England landscape. The town sat nestled between Lake Winnipesaukee and Lake Waukewan, its residents drawing sustenance from both the land and the waters, building modest farms and small enterprises in the shadow of the White Mountains to the north.

It was here, in this frontier community of perhaps a few hundred souls, that Samuel Green entered the world in 1796. The exact date of his birth has been lost to history, one of many details that would remain obscure about a man whose later infamy would be meticulously documented. But the year itself is significant: 1796 marked a period of cautious optimism for the young United States. George Washington was completing his second term as president. The Revolutionary War had ended just thirteen years earlier, and the nation was still finding its footing, still defining what it meant to be American.

For the Green family, like most of their neighbors, life revolved around survival and the Puritan values that still dominated New England society even as the century turned. Hard work, discipline, obedience to authority, and fear of God—these were the pillars upon which communities like Meredith were built. It was a world of rigid expectations and harsh consequences for those who deviated from the narrow path of acceptable behavior.

​The Green Household

Samuel Green was born into a family whose circumstances remain frustratingly vague in the historical record. We know the family name, and we know they resided in Meredith, but the occupations, origins, and precise social standing of Samuel's parents have vanished into the mists of time. This obscurity itself tells us something: the Greens were likely neither wealthy enough nor prominent enough to merit mention in town records beyond the basic facts of residence and, eventually, the birth of their notorious son.

What we can reasonably infer from the fragmentary evidence is that the Green family occupied that broad middle range of early American society—neither destitute nor prosperous, neither prominent nor invisible. They were likely farmers or tradespeople, perhaps owning a small plot of land, participating in the communal life of Meredith through church attendance and town meetings, and struggling with the same challenges that faced all New England families of the era: unpredictable weather, economic uncertainty, high infant mortality, and the constant demands of physical labor.

The family structure into which Samuel was born would have been patriarchal in the extreme, even by the standards of the time. The father would have been the unquestioned authority figure, responsible for the moral and practical education of his children, particularly his sons. The mother, while subordinate to her husband in the social and legal hierarchy, would have been responsible for the day-to-day management of the household and the early care and training of the children. Discipline was expected to be swift and physical; the maxim "spare the rod and spoil the child" was not merely a saying but a prescription for child-rearing that few questioned.

​The Troubled Child

From Samuel Green's earliest years, something was wrong. The boy who would grow into the Terror of New England did not arrive at his violent destiny suddenly or without warning. Instead, the historical accounts that emerged after his execution paint a picture of a childhood marked by escalating behavioral problems that began almost as soon as the child could walk and express his will.

We must approach these early accounts with appropriate scholarly caution. The narratives of Green's youth come primarily from execution literature—those sensationalized pamphlets and broadsides published immediately after his hanging in 1822, designed to titillate readers with tales of depravity while ostensibly offering moral instruction. Such publications had financial motivations and followed established formulas: the criminal was typically portrayed as showing signs of evil from birth, rejecting all attempts at redemption, and proceeding inexorably toward the gallows. The genre required that the condemned man's entire life be read backward from his execution, with every childhood transgression reimagined as a harbinger of ultimate wickedness.

Yet even accounting for this sensationalistic bias, the consistency and specificity of the accounts of Samuel Green's early behavioral problems suggest an underlying truth. This was not a child who simply misbehaved occasionally or tested boundaries in normal developmental ways. This was a child who, from an early age, alarmed those around him with the intensity and persistence of his defiance.

The first and most frequently cited problem was Samuel's refusal to attend school. Education in early nineteenth-century New England was irregular at best—most children attended sporadically, when weather and farm work permitted—but even by these relaxed standards, Samuel's truancy was remarkable. He simply would not go. When forced to attend, he would disrupt the classroom or flee at the first opportunity. School represented authority, structure, and submission to adult control—three things that Samuel Green appears to have rejected instinctively and absolutely from his earliest years.

His parents, confronted with this intractable resistance, responded in the only way they knew: with physical punishment. The whipping was the standard disciplinary tool of the age, applied by parents, schoolmasters, and employers alike to enforce compliance. For most children, the threat or application of corporal punishment was sufficient to correct behavior. For Samuel Green, it accomplished nothing.

​"Possessed by a Demon"

As Samuel's behavioral problems persisted and intensified, his parents arrived at an explanation that reveals much about the worldview of early nineteenth-century rural New England: they concluded that their son was possessed by a demon.

To modern readers, this diagnosis seems absurd, a relic of medieval superstition incompatible with the Age of Enlightenment and the rational republic that the United States claimed to be. But in the religious culture of New England, particularly in rural communities distant from the rationalist influences of Boston or other urban centers, belief in supernatural evil remained widespread and influential. The Puritan tradition that had shaped the region for more than a century and a half maintained a vivid cosmology in which Satan and his demonic servants actively worked to corrupt human souls and disrupt godly communities.

The Salem witch trials of 1692, though they had occurred more than a century before Samuel's birth, cast a long shadow over New England's religious imagination. While the excesses of Salem had been widely repudiated by the 1790s, the underlying belief in demonic influence had not disappeared. It had merely become more individualized and privatized, moving from the public sphere of legal prosecution to the private sphere of family interpretation and response.

When Samuel Green's parents declared him possessed, they were not necessarily claiming he was literally inhabited by a demon in the way that colonial-era clergy might have described possession. More likely, they were using the available religious language to describe a phenomenon they could not otherwise explain: a child who seemed fundamentally different, fundamentally wrong, impervious to normal methods of correction and apparently lacking the moral sense that other children developed naturally.

In modern terms, we might speculate about various psychological explanations for Samuel's behavior: conduct disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, antisocial personality traits, or perhaps the effects of trauma or neurological differences. But such diagnostic categories did not exist in 1800s New Hampshire. The framework available to Samuel's parents for understanding their son's disturbing behavior was fundamentally religious and moral. A child who rejected all authority and discipline, who seemed incapable of learning right from wrong, who responded to punishment not with submission but with escalating defiance—such a child must be under the influence of evil forces.

​The Cycle of Violence

The diagnosis of demonic possession did not lead Samuel's parents to seek spiritual intervention through prayer, fasting, or consultation with clergy—or if it did, such efforts are not recorded in the historical accounts. Instead, their response was to intensify the very approach that had already proven ineffective: physical punishment.

Samuel was whipped repeatedly, frequently, and severely. Each act of defiance or truancy was met with the rod. And each application of the rod was met not with the desired submission, but with either passive resistance or active escalation. The child simply would not break.

Modern research on child development and behavioral psychology has demonstrated conclusively what Samuel Green's parents could not have known: that corporal punishment, particularly when applied inconsistently or excessively, often produces the opposite of its intended effect. Rather than teaching children to internalize moral standards and regulate their own behavior, harsh physical punishment can instead teach them that might makes right, that violence is an acceptable response to frustration, and that the only relevant consideration in any situation is avoiding detection rather than doing what is right.

For a child like Samuel—whether due to innate temperament, neurological differences, or the effects of early trauma we can no longer know—the cycle of transgression and punishment appears to have created not contrition but rage. Rather than learning to control his impulses, he learned to hate authority. Rather than developing empathy and moral reasoning, he developed cunning and a desire for revenge. Rather than being socialized into the community, he was alienated from it.

The whippings continued throughout Samuel's childhood. His parents, unable to conceive of any alternative approach and convinced that their failure to control their son represented both a spiritual crisis and a social embarrassment, persisted in the method that had already failed them countless times. Each whipping perhaps satisfied their sense that they were fulfilling their parental duty, that they were not "sparing the rod" and thereby "spoiling the child." But each whipping also deepened the chasm between Samuel and the possibility of ever being reintegrated into normal society.

​The Growing Alarm

As Samuel grew from early childhood into his pre-adolescent years, his reputation spread throughout the small community of Meredith. In a town of a few hundred people, where everyone knew everyone else's business and gossip traveled quickly, the Green family's struggle with their son would have been common knowledge. Neighbors would have observed Samuel's truancy, heard about his confrontations with his parents, and formed their own opinions about the troubled boy.

Some may have been sympathetic, recognizing that the Greens faced an extraordinary challenge through no apparent fault of their own. Others likely judged the family harshly, assuming that the parents' inability to control their son reflected weak discipline or insufficient piety. Still others may have begun to fear the boy, recognizing in his behavior something dangerous and unpredictable.

For Samuel himself, this community surveillance and judgment would have created an additional burden. In the tight-knit world of early nineteenth-century rural New England, reputation was everything. A young person's prospects for employment, marriage, and social acceptance depended heavily on family standing and personal character. Samuel Green, marked from childhood as troubled and troublesome, would have found himself increasingly isolated and stigmatized.

This social isolation may have further reinforced his antisocial tendencies. Children who are excluded or rejected by their peers often respond either by attempting to reform their behavior to gain acceptance or by doubling down on the very behaviors that led to their rejection. Samuel appears to have chosen the latter course, developing a defiant identity that embraced rather than resisted his outcast status.

​Foreshadowing

As Samuel Green approached adolescence in the early 1810s, his parents faced an impossible situation. Their son had proven incorrigible at home and unmanageable in school. Physical punishment had failed to modify his behavior. The religious framework through which they understood his problems—demonic possession—offered no practical solution. The community increasingly viewed the boy with suspicion and concern.

The family could not have known, as they struggled with their troubled son in those early years, that they were raising one of the most notorious criminals in early American history. They could not have foreseen that Samuel's name would become synonymous with terror throughout New England, that he would be designated a "public enemy," or that his eventual execution would create a landmark in the racial history of American capital punishment.

But they must have sensed, as Samuel entered his teenage years, that something would have to change. The boy was becoming a young man, growing physically stronger while remaining emotionally and morally stunted. The methods that had failed to control him as a child would be even less effective as he matured. The family home, already a battleground, was becoming increasingly untenable.

In the years ahead, Samuel's parents would attempt various solutions to the crisis of their son. They would send him to live with others, hoping that a change of environment and authority figures might succeed where they had failed. They would apprentice him to tradesmen, hoping that useful work and skilled mentorship might channel his energies in productive directions.

Each attempt would fail, and with each failure, Samuel Green would grow more dangerous.

But in 1796, as a newborn infant in Meredith, New Hampshire, all of this lay in the future. For a brief moment—perhaps only hours or days, but a moment nonetheless—Samuel Green was simply a baby, neither good nor evil, his destiny not yet determined. Whatever genetic inheritance, neurological particularity, or spiritual condition he carried into the world had not yet manifested in action. His parents, looking at their newborn son, could still hope that he would grow into a productive member of the community, a credit to his family, a contributor to the young nation's promise.

That hope would soon be extinguished, replaced by fear, frustration, and ultimately despair. The darkness into which Samuel Green was born would only deepen in the years ahead, consuming not only the troubled boy himself but eventually claiming the lives of numerous victims across New England and beyond.

The story of America's first "public enemy" had begun in the most ordinary of circumstances: a birth in a small New Hampshire town. But there was nothing ordinary about the life that would follow.
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​Chapter 2: The Devil's Child
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​The Problem Emerges

By the time Samuel Green reached the age of five or six—the age when most children in early nineteenth-century New Hampshire began their rudimentary education—the full extent of his behavioral difficulties had become undeniable. What his parents might have initially dismissed as the ordinary willfulness of a toddler had crystallized into something far more troubling: a pattern of deliberate, persistent defiance that seemed to intensify rather than diminish with each passing year.

The schoolhouse in Meredith, like most in rural New England, was a simple affair—a single room where children of various ages gathered under the instruction of a schoolmaster whose qualifications might consist of little more than basic literacy and a willingness to wield the birch rod. School terms were irregular, typically held during winter months when children could be spared from farm labor. Attendance was expected but not compulsory in the legal sense; families made their own decisions about whether the benefits of education outweighed the loss of a child's labor.

For most families, sending children to school represented an investment in their future prospects. Basic literacy and numeracy opened doors to trades, commerce, and social advancement. The ability to read the Bible was considered essential to moral development and salvation. Even families of modest means made sacrifices to ensure their children received at least a minimal education.

Samuel Green would have none of it.

From his first days in the schoolhouse, Samuel demonstrated an absolute refusal to participate in the educational process. He would not sit still. He would not attend to lessons. He would not submit to the authority of the schoolmaster. When forced to remain in the classroom, he disrupted the learning of others, creating disturbances that made it impossible for the schoolmaster to conduct instruction. When the opportunity presented itself, he simply fled, walking out the door and disappearing into the woods or wandering the roads of Meredith until someone found him and dragged him home.

This was not the ordinary restlessness of a young boy who would rather play than study. Most children exhibited some resistance to schooling, particularly when the weather was fine or when lessons were dull. But they could be cajoled, bribed, or disciplined into compliance. Samuel could not. His resistance was absolute, unyielding, and seemingly impervious to any form of intervention.

The schoolmaster, accustomed to enforcing order through the threat and application of corporal punishment, found himself baffled. The birch rod that brought most students into line had no effect on Samuel Green. He could be beaten until he bled, and he would return the next day—if he returned at all—with the same defiant demeanor, the same absolute refusal to cooperate. If anything, punishment seemed to harden rather than soften him, each whipping adding another layer to the armor of resentment and rage he was constructing around himself.

​The Language of Possession

As Samuel's truancy and classroom disruptions continued, his parents grappled with a question that must have tormented them: What was wrong with their son?

In the secular, psychologically informed world of the twenty-first century, we have numerous frameworks for understanding childhood behavioral disorders. We speak of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, conduct disorder, attachment disorders, and emerging antisocial personality traits. We understand that such conditions can arise from various causes: genetic predisposition, prenatal factors, early childhood trauma, neurological differences, or some complex interaction of multiple variables. We have (at least in theory) therapeutic interventions, behavioral modifications, medications, and support systems designed to help troubled children and their families.

Samuel Green's parents had none of these resources, none of this language, none of this understanding. They lived in a world where human behavior was understood primarily through religious and moral frameworks. A child was born with original sin and had to be trained into righteousness through discipline, religious instruction, and the example of godly living. Children who responded to this training became moral adults. Children who did not respond were either lazy, wicked, or—in extreme cases—under the influence of supernatural evil.

Faced with a son who seemed constitutionally incapable of responding to any form of correction, the Greens reached for the explanation that their religious culture provided: Samuel was possessed by a demon.

This conclusion was not reached lightly or immediately. The Greens would have tried everything they could think of first—stricter discipline, more prayer, consultation with clergy, perhaps even folk remedies or superstitious practices that lingered at the margins of Christian orthodoxy. But when everything failed, when their son continued to defy all authority and resist all attempts at correction, the diagnosis of demonic possession offered the only explanation that made sense within their worldview.

The concept of demonic possession in early nineteenth-century New England had evolved considerably from its earlier Puritan manifestations. The spectacular accusations and mass hysteria of the Salem witch trials had thoroughly discredited the public, judicial prosecution of supposed witchcraft. By 1796, educated New Englanders and urban clergy increasingly viewed such beliefs as embarrassing superstition, incompatible with Enlightenment rationality and the dignity of the new republic.

But in rural communities like Meredith, old beliefs died hard. The theological framework that had sustained Puritan New England for generations—a cosmos divided between God and Satan, with human souls as the contested territory—remained the primary lens through which many people understood the world. Satan was real, demons were real, and their influence on human affairs was constant and malevolent.

When the Greens declared their son possessed, they were making a statement that was simultaneously religious, medical, and social. Religiously, they were acknowledging that Samuel's soul was in mortal danger, that supernatural evil had gained some purchase in his being. Medically (in the limited sense that existed at the time), they were diagnosing a condition that explained his bizarre and intractable behavior. Socially, they were both explaining their failure to control their son and warning the community that Samuel represented a danger beyond the ordinary.

Notably, the Greens' diagnosis was not that Samuel had chosen wickedness or had been corrupted by bad influences. Such explanations would have implied parental failure—that they had not adequately supervised their son or instilled proper values. Demonic possession, by contrast, was understood as something that could afflict even the children of godly families, an external force that invaded rather than an internal depravity that developed. In this sense, the diagnosis may have offered the Greens some psychological protection, allowing them to maintain that they had done everything right while their son had been claimed by forces beyond their control.

​The Mechanics of Punishment

The belief that Samuel was possessed by a demon did not lead the Greens to abandon corporal punishment. If anything, it may have intensified their commitment to it. Within their religious framework, physical discipline served multiple purposes: it enforced obedience, it demonstrated parental authority ordained by God, and—crucially—it might help to drive out demonic influence by making the child's body an uncomfortable dwelling place for evil spirits.

The whippings became systematic, frequent, and severe.

Samuel was whipped for truancy. He was whipped for disrupting school. He was whipped for talking back to his parents. He was whipped for failing to complete chores. He was whipped for behaviors that in other children might have been overlooked or corrected with a stern word. His parents, convinced that they were engaged in a spiritual battle for their son's soul, applied the rod with a fervor that went beyond ordinary discipline into something approaching desperation.

The instruments of punishment in early nineteenth-century America varied by region and family, but certain implements were standard: the switch (a thin, flexible branch cut fresh from a tree), the birch rod (multiple switches bound together), the leather strap, and occasionally the paddle or wooden rod. The punishment was typically administered on the child's back, buttocks, or legs, with the child either bent over a piece of furniture or held in place by another adult.

The pain was immediate and intense. The thin switches raised welts that lasted for days. The birch rod could break skin, leaving bleeding cuts that scarred. The leather strap delivered deep bruising that made it difficult to sit or walk. This was not symbolic punishment or mild discomfort; it was deliberate infliction of significant physical pain, intended to create an association between misbehavior and suffering so strong that the child would modify their conduct to avoid repetition.

For most children, this system worked, after a fashion. The threat of punishment was often sufficient to secure compliance, and actual applications of the rod were relatively infrequent. When punishment was necessary, a few strokes were usually enough to produce tears, apologies, and promises of better behavior. The child learned to regulate their conduct, internalized standards of acceptable behavior, and gradually required less and less external discipline as they matured.

Samuel Green was not most children.

The historical accounts suggest that Samuel responded to whippings with a terrible stoicism. He did not cry, did not beg for mercy, did not promise to reform. He simply endured, his face set in an expression that witnesses later described as one of cold hatred. When released, he would not apologize or show any sign of contrition. He would simply walk away, his back bleeding, his body marked with the evidence of his parents' desperation and his own intractability.

More disturbing still, the punishment appeared to have no deterrent effect whatsoever. Samuel would commit the same offense again the next day, or even the same day, as though the whipping had never occurred. It was as if he had decided, at some deep level, that no amount of physical pain could compel him to submit to authority. Or perhaps—and this is a darker possibility—he had learned to associate punishment with defiance, to take some perverse pride in his ability to withstand pain without breaking, transforming the whipping from a deterrent into a test of will that he was determined to win.

​The Escalation

As Samuel grew older and larger, approaching his tenth and eleventh years, a dangerous dynamic developed. The punishments that had marked his early childhood continued, but now they were being applied to a child who was physically maturing, whose body could absorb more punishment and whose strength was beginning to rival that of his parents.

The whippings became more severe, not because Samuel's offenses grew worse—they could hardly have been more comprehensive in their defiance—but because his parents sensed that they were losing whatever limited control they had once possessed. Their son was becoming a young man, and soon the physical intimidation that the rod represented would be impossible to maintain. In their desperation, they increased the frequency and intensity of punishment, perhaps hoping that if they could just beat him severely enough, just once more, something would finally break and their son would submit.

Nothing broke. Or rather, whatever capacity Samuel might have had for normal human attachment, empathy, or moral reasoning—if such capacity had ever existed—broke completely.

Child development research has extensively documented the effects of chronic physical abuse on developing brains and psyches. Children subjected to repeated severe punishment often develop what psychologists call a "hostile attribution bias"—they interpret ambiguous situations as threatening and respond with aggression. They fail to develop normal empathy because their own suffering has never been acknowledged or alleviated. They learn to see relationships primarily in terms of power and domination. Their stress response systems become dysregulated, leaving them either hyper-vigilant and reactive or emotionally numb and detached.

The chronic activation of stress hormones can actually alter brain development, particularly in regions associated with impulse control, emotional regulation, and moral reasoning. Children who grow up in environments of persistent threat and punishment often show reduced activity in the prefrontal cortex—the region responsible for executive function and behavioral control—and heightened activity in the amygdala, the brain's fear and aggression center.

We cannot, of course, scan Samuel Green's brain or administer psychological assessments two centuries after his death. But the pattern of his development—the escalating defiance, the apparent absence of remorse, the calculated cruelty that would characterize his later crimes—suggests a child who had been systematically traumatized by the very people who were supposed to protect and nurture him.

This is not to excuse Samuel's later actions or to deny his agency and responsibility. Many children endure harsh punishment without becoming serial killers. But it is to recognize that Samuel Green was made, not born. The "demon" his parents saw in him was at least partially a reflection of their own desperate, misguided attempts to drive that demon out.

​The Developing Profile

By the time Samuel reached his early teenage years, around 1809 or 1810, a clear psychological profile had emerged—one that would be grimly familiar to modern criminologists specializing in violent offenders.

Absence of Fear Response: Normal children learn from punishment because they fear it and adjust their behavior to avoid it. Samuel appeared to have no such fear, or had learned to suppress it so completely that punishment ceased to be an effective deterrent.

Lack of Empathy: There is no record of Samuel showing concern for others' feelings or distress, even those of his family members. This absence of empathy would later manifest in his ability to commit acts of extreme violence without apparent remorse.

Inability to Form Attachments: Healthy child development depends on secure attachments to caregivers, but Samuel's relationships with his parents were characterized entirely by conflict and punishment. He appears to have formed no meaningful bonds with family members, peers, or authority figures.

Persistent Defiance of Authority: Samuel's truancy and misconduct represented more than typical childish misbehavior; they constituted a comprehensive rejection of all legitimate authority, from parents to teachers to community norms.

Calculating Intelligence: Despite his rejection of formal education, Samuel was clearly intelligent. The elaborate trap he would later construct for Albert Dunne demonstrated both mechanical aptitude and premeditation—he was capable of complex planning in service of his destructive impulses.

Absence of Remorse or Guilt: Perhaps most chillingly, Samuel showed no signs of conscience. He did not apologize, did not appear troubled by his misbehavior, and gave no indication that he understood or cared about the moral dimension of his actions.

Escalating Behavior: Rather than growing out of his problems as adolescence approached, Samuel's antisocial behavior intensified. This progression from truancy to more serious offenses followed a pattern that criminologists would later identify as typical of emerging psychopathy.

Modern diagnostic criteria for conduct disorder—the childhood precursor to antisocial personality disorder—include persistent patterns of behavior that violate social norms and the rights of others, including aggression toward people and animals, destruction of property, deceitfulness, and serious rule violations. By age twelve or thirteen, Samuel Green appears to have met virtually every criterion, and his behavior was only becoming more dangerous.

​The Community's View

As Samuel's reputation spread throughout Meredith and the surrounding area, the community's response evolved from sympathy to alarm. In the tight-knit world of early nineteenth-century rural New England, a family's social standing depended heavily on their reputation for respectability, industry, and moral uprightness. A child who could not or would not be controlled reflected poorly not only on his parents but potentially on the entire family line.

Neighbors likely whispered about the Greens, speculating about what had gone wrong. Some may have blamed the parents, suggesting they had been too lenient or too harsh, too indulgent or too severe. Others may have accepted the explanation of demonic possession, crossing themselves or saying prayers when Samuel passed by. Still others—particularly those with daughters—may have begun to see the troubled boy as a threat, instructing their children to avoid him.

For Samuel himself, this social ostracism likely reinforced his alienation from community norms and values. Children who are rejected by their peer groups often respond in one of two ways: by desperately attempting to conform and gain acceptance, or by embracing their outcast status and defining themselves in opposition to community standards. Samuel clearly chose the latter path, developing an identity built around defiance, violence, and contempt for the very people who had rejected him.

The schoolmaster, having failed repeatedly to integrate Samuel into the classroom, eventually may have stopped expecting or even wanting him to attend. His absence would have made life easier for everyone else, allowing the other children to learn without disruption and sparing the schoolmaster the futile exercise of trying to discipline an undisciplinable student.

Local merchants and craftsmen, observing Samuel's behavior, would have been reluctant to take him on as an apprentice—the traditional path by which boys learned trades and entered productive adulthood. This reluctance would have further limited Samuel's options, closing off the normal routes to social integration and economic self-sufficiency.

In this way, a vicious cycle developed: Samuel's behavior led to social rejection, which reinforced his alienation, which intensified his antisocial behavior, which led to further rejection. Each turn of this cycle moved him further from any possibility of redemption or reintegration into normal society.

​Theological Implications

For Samuel's parents, the question of their son's condition had profound theological implications that went far beyond questions of discipline or social embarrassment. In the Calvinist tradition that still dominated much of New England religious thought, the doctrine of predestination held that God had determined before the foundation of the world who would be saved and who would be damned. Human beings could not earn salvation through good works, but neither could the truly elect be permanently lost.

This raised a terrible question for the Greens: Was Samuel among the elect or the damned? If he was predestined for salvation, then his current state must be temporary—a trial, perhaps, or a test of his parents' faith—and eventually grace would transform him. But if he was predestined for damnation, then all their efforts were futile, their son was beyond redemption, and their prayers and whippings alike were mere sound and fury, accomplishing nothing.

The diagnosis of demonic possession offered a kind of middle ground. It suggested that Samuel's soul was contested territory, that the battle for his redemption was real and ongoing, and that the family's efforts at correction—both physical and spiritual—were meaningful contributions to a cosmic struggle between good and evil.

Local clergy, consulted about the troubled boy, would have offered various recommendations depending on their theological orientation. More traditional ministers might have prescribed intensive prayer, fasting, and perhaps even exorcism (though formal exorcism was rare in Protestant New England). More progressive clergy might have counseled patience, suggesting that Samuel was going through a phase that he would eventually outgrow with proper guidance and discipline.

None of it worked.

​The Breaking Point Approaches

By the time Samuel entered his early teens—around 1809 or 1810—his parents faced an impossible situation. They had a son who refused education, rejected discipline, showed no sign of moral development or spiritual awakening, and was growing physically stronger every day. The whippings that had failed to correct him as a child would soon be impossible to administer at all, as Samuel's maturing body made him capable of physical resistance or even retaliation.

The family home had become a battleground, marked by constant conflict and the ever-present threat of violence. Samuel's younger siblings, if he had any (the records are silent on this point), would have grown up in an atmosphere of fear and tension. His parents, exhausted by years of futile struggle and fearful of what their son might become, must have realized that they could not contain him much longer.

Something would have to change. The solution they eventually settled upon—sending Samuel to live with another family, with Albert Dunne in New Hampton—represented both a desperate hope and a tacit admission of defeat. Perhaps, his parents reasoned, a change of environment and a new authority figure might succeed where they had failed. Perhaps Dunne, as a family friend unencumbered by the emotional complications of parenthood, could break through Samuel's defiance and set him on a better path.

It was a reasonable hope, given the limited options available to a rural New Hampshire family in 1810. But it was, ultimately, a vain one. Samuel Green was not going to be reformed by a change of scenery or a new disciplinarian. The pattern had been set, the damage had been done, and the psychological architecture that would eventually produce the "Terror of New England" was already firmly in place.

​The Unanswerable Question

As we examine Samuel Green's childhood from the distance of two centuries, equipped with psychological theories and criminological frameworks that his parents could never have imagined, one question remains stubbornly unanswerable: Could Samuel have been saved?

If he had been born into a different era, might he have received therapeutic interventions that could have redirected his development? If his parents had responded to his early behavioral problems with something other than escalating physical punishment, might he have developed differently? Or was there something fundamentally wrong with Samuel from birth—some neurological difference, genetic predisposition, or prenatal influence—that made his violent trajectory inevitable regardless of environmental factors?

We cannot know. The historical record gives us only the outcomes, not the might-have-beens. What we can say with certainty is that by the time Samuel Green left his parents' home to live with Albert Dunne, he was already well advanced on the path that would make him one of early America's most notorious criminals. The "devil's child" was about to become something far worse: a young man with the physical capacity to transform his violent impulses into lethal action.

The whippings had failed. The prayers had failed. The diagnosis of demonic possession had explained nothing and solved nothing. Samuel Green remained what he had always been: defiant, remorseless, and increasingly dangerous. His parents had done everything they knew to do, applied every remedy their culture provided, and it had all been for nothing.

As Samuel packed whatever meager belongings he possessed and prepared to leave for New Hampton, his parents must have felt some mixture of relief, guilt, and foreboding. They were free of the daily burden of managing their impossible son, but they had failed in the most fundamental duty of parenthood: to raise a child who could function in civilized society. And somewhere deep in their hearts, they must have wondered whether they were simply transferring their problem to Albert Dunne, postponing rather than preventing some terrible reckoning that was yet to come.

They were right to wonder. The worst was yet to come—for Dunne, for Samuel's future victims, and ultimately for Samuel himself, whose childhood of punishment and defiance was merely prologue to a brief, violent life that would end on the gallows at age twenty-six.

The devil's child was about to become the devil's apprentice.
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​Chapter 3: The Blacksmith's Apprentice
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​The Apprenticeship System in Early America

Before Samuel Green was sent to live with Albert Dunne, his parents made one last attempt to integrate their troubled son into productive society through the most common avenue available to working-class families in early nineteenth-century America: apprenticeship. This traditional system, inherited from medieval Europe and adapted to New World conditions, represented the primary method by which young men learned trades and transitioned from childhood dependency to adult self-sufficiency.

The apprenticeship system was simultaneously an educational institution, an economic arrangement, and a form of social control. A boy—typically between the ages of twelve and fourteen—would be bound to a master craftsman for a period of years, usually until he reached his majority at twenty-one. During this time, the master was obligated to teach the apprentice the "art and mystery" of his trade, to provide food, shelter, and clothing, and to ensure the boy received basic literacy and religious instruction. In return, the apprentice owed the master his labor and obedience, essentially becoming a temporary member of the master's household with a status somewhere between servant and family member.

For parents like the Greens, apprenticeship offered multiple advantages. It removed a difficult child from the home while placing him under the authority and supervision of another adult. It provided the boy with valuable skills that could translate into future employment and economic independence. And it did so at no cost to the family—indeed, parents sometimes even received a small payment for binding out a son, though this was more common among the destitute than among families of middling status.

The trade selected for Samuel was blacksmithing—a profession of considerable importance in rural New England. The blacksmith was essential to agricultural and community life, producing and repairing the iron tools and implements upon which farming depended: plows, axes, hoes, scythes, horseshoes, nails, and countless other items. A skilled blacksmith could earn a respectable living and enjoyed a secure position in the social hierarchy, ranking well above common laborers while remaining firmly within the artisan class.

The choice of blacksmithing for Samuel may have been deliberate. The work was physically demanding, requiring strength, endurance, and the ability to withstand intense heat and discomfort. Perhaps his parents hoped that the sheer physical exhaustion of the work would drain Samuel's energy for mischief. The blacksmith's shop was also a place of rigid discipline, where inattention could result in serious injury and where the master's authority was absolute. Perhaps they hoped that the immediate, tangible consequences of misbehavior in such an environment would succeed where abstract moral instruction had failed.

If so, they were to be disappointed once again.

​The Forge and the Apprentice

The blacksmith's shop where Samuel was apprenticed—its location unspecified in the historical record but presumably somewhere in or near Meredith—would have been a dark, smoky, intensely hot workspace dominated by the forge. This was the heart of the operation: a specially constructed hearth where coal or charcoal was burned at temperatures high enough to make iron malleable. A bellows, often operated by the apprentice, forced air into the fire to achieve the necessary heat.

The work was brutally physical and relentlessly repetitive. Iron stock had to be heated in the forge until it glowed red or white-hot, then removed with tongs and hammered into shape on the anvil. The process required perfect timing—too cool and the iron would not shape properly; too hot and it would be damaged or weakened. Each piece might need to be heated and hammered multiple times to achieve the desired form. The hammering itself was exhausting, requiring powerful, precise strikes repeated hundreds or thousands of times per day.

For an apprentice, the work was even more demanding and less rewarding. The master blacksmith performed the skilled work—the actual shaping of implements, the welding of pieces, the careful tempering that gave edge tools their hardness. The apprentice performed the grunt labor: maintaining the fire, operating the bellows, holding pieces steady while the master worked, hauling water, sweeping up, and executing simple, repetitive tasks like making nails—a process that could consume hours to produce a few dozen of the essential fasteners.

The environment was one of constant discomfort and danger. The heat from the forge was oppressive, especially in summer. Sparks flew constantly, burning exposed skin and igniting clothing if one wasn't careful. The noise of hammer on anvil was deafening, a constant metallic ringing that could leave ears damaged after years of exposure. The smoke and fumes from the forge irritated eyes and lungs. Burns were common, as were smashed fingers, strained backs, and the chronic respiratory problems that plagued many smiths.

Into this harsh environment came Samuel Green, a boy who had never shown the slightest capacity for sustained effort, obedience to authority, or tolerance for discomfort. The collision between Samuel's nature and the demands of the blacksmith's trade was inevitable and spectacular.

​Early Transgressions

Samuel's misconduct at the blacksmith's shop began almost immediately and followed patterns that were by now depressingly familiar to anyone who had attempted to supervise or discipline him. He was lazy, shirking his duties whenever the master's attention was elsewhere. He was defiant, questioning or simply ignoring instructions. And he was light-fingered, stealing whatever struck his fancy.

The thefts were particularly problematic. In the blacksmith's shop, tools and materials had real value. Finished nails, pieces of iron stock, even coal for the forge—all represented money and could be sold or traded. For an apprentice to steal from his master was not merely a breach of trust but a form of theft that struck at the economic foundations of the apprenticeship relationship. The master was providing food, shelter, training, and supervision in exchange for the apprentice's labor and loyalty. Theft violated this fundamental bargain and could not be tolerated.

But Samuel stole anyway. Small items at first—a handful of nails, a piece of scrap iron, perhaps a tool that caught his eye. When confronted, he denied it with a brazenness that suggested either he didn't care about the consequences or he had convinced himself that the rules simply didn't apply to him. When the evidence was undeniable, he showed no remorse, no shame, no recognition that he had done anything wrong.

The blacksmith master, whose name has been lost to history, responded as masters typically did with wayward apprentices: with corporal punishment. The right to physically discipline apprentices was well established in law and custom, considered essential to maintaining order and teaching young men the self-control they would need as adults. For most apprentices, the threat or occasional application of the rod was sufficient to keep them in line.

For Samuel Green, it accomplished nothing.

The pattern that had characterized his childhood now repeated itself in the blacksmith's shop. Samuel would commit an offense—theft, laziness, defiance, or some combination thereof. He would be caught and confronted. He would be whipped, often severely. And then he would commit the same offense again, seemingly unmoved by the punishment, as though the beating had never occurred.

The master found himself in an impossible position. He could not tolerate continued theft and defiance—to do so would undermine his authority not only over Samuel but potentially over any other apprentices or workers in his employ. But punishment clearly wasn't working, and there was no obvious alternative. Sending Samuel home would represent a failure of the apprenticeship, a broken contract that would reflect poorly on the master and might obligate him to return any fees he had received. But keeping Samuel meant enduring ongoing theft, disruption, and the knowledge that his authority was being openly mocked.

The whippings intensified, both in frequency and severity. What had begun as corrective discipline evolved into something approaching desperation, as the master attempted to break Samuel's will through sheer application of pain. The beatings left Samuel's back crisscrossed with welts and scars, visible evidence of the futile attempt to force compliance through physical suffering.

Samuel endured it all with the same cold stoicism he had shown as a child. He did not cry out, did not beg for mercy, did not promise to reform. He simply waited for it to end, his eyes fixed on some distant point, his face a mask of hatred barely contained.

​The Garden Incident

The escalation that would ultimately end Samuel's apprenticeship began with an act of vandalism that seemed almost calculated to inflict maximum damage while minimizing any possible benefit to himself. The blacksmith master, like many craftsmen of the era, maintained a kitchen garden adjacent to his shop and home. This was not a decorative flower bed but a vital source of food for the household—vegetables that would supplement purchased goods and preserve the family's resources for other necessities.

Gardens in early nineteenth-century New England required enormous labor to establish and maintain. The rocky soil had to be cleared of stones, amended with manure and compost, and carefully tended throughout the growing season. Seeds were precious, often saved from previous years or purchased at considerable expense. Each plant represented hours of work: planting, weeding, watering, protecting from pests and weather. By mid-summer, a well-tended garden was a valuable asset, providing fresh vegetables for immediate consumption and produce that could be preserved for winter use.

Samuel destroyed it.

The historical accounts do not specify exactly how he accomplished this destruction, but the options would have been limited and all required deliberate effort. He might have uprooted plants, trampled them underfoot, or used tools to hack them to pieces. He might have turned livestock into the garden to eat and trample what they found. He might have salted the soil to prevent future growth. Whatever method he employed, the result was clear: the garden that had represented months of labor and hope for winter sustenance was reduced to ruins.

This was not impulsive vandalism, not the accidental damage that might result from careless play or momentary anger. The garden's destruction required time and sustained effort. Samuel would have had to make a conscious decision to inflict this damage and then follow through with deliberate action over an extended period. This was calculated malice, carefully planned and methodically executed.

The motivation remains somewhat mysterious. Samuel gained nothing tangible from the destruction—he didn't steal the vegetables for his own use, didn't sell them for profit. The act served no practical purpose. It was pure destructiveness, violence enacted upon plants and soil as a proxy for the violence he perhaps wished to enact upon the people who constrained him.

When the master discovered the destruction, his reaction was explosive. This was not a stolen tool or a shirked duty. This was an attack on his family's welfare, a wanton destruction of property that would have real consequences for their survival in the coming winter. The financial loss alone was significant, but beyond that was the sheer maliciousness of the act, the evidence it provided of Samuel's fundamental unfitness for civilized society.

The beating that followed was the worst Samuel had yet endured. The master, his rage unchecked by the usual restraints of proportionality, beat Samuel severely—"sent home bloody" according to the contemporary accounts. This suggests injuries beyond the usual welts and bruises: split skin, perhaps a bleeding nose or mouth, visible damage that shocked even in an era accustomed to corporal punishment.

Samuel was sent back to his parents' home, presumably with the understanding that the apprenticeship was over. The master had tried and failed to reform the boy. The Greens were faced once again with the son they had hoped to place under another's authority, returned to them with fresh evidence of his incorrigibility literally written on his body in blood and bruises.

​The Dog in the Well

Samuel's response to the beating for the garden destruction revealed the depths of malice that had been growing in him throughout his childhood and adolescence. Rather than being chastened by the severity of his punishment, rather than recognizing that he had crossed a line and needed to modify his behavior, Samuel immediately began plotting revenge.

The target he selected was the family dog—an innocent creature that had done him no harm but that served as a convenient proxy for the family itself. Dogs in rural New England were not typically pets in the modern sense but working animals: they guarded property, herded livestock, hunted vermin, and alerted households to danger. A good dog was a valuable asset, often the result of careful breeding and training. But beyond their practical utility, dogs formed attachments to families and were often regarded with genuine affection, particularly by children.

The well that Samuel selected as his instrument of revenge was the family's water source—critical infrastructure for any household. Wells were expensive and difficult to construct, requiring substantial labor to dig deep enough to reach reliable water. In rocky New England soil, this might mean breaking through layers of stone, shoring up the walls to prevent collapse, and constructing a protective structure above ground to prevent contamination and accidents. A household's well represented a significant investment and was essential to daily survival.

Samuel's plan was diabolical in its simplicity and its calculated cruelty. He lured or carried the family dog to the well and threw it in. The dog, unable to climb the slick walls of the well shaft, would have paddled frantically in the water, barking and whimpering until exhaustion and hypothermia killed it. The death would have been slow and terrified, a prolonged suffering that Samuel must have known he was inflicting.

But the dead dog was only the beginning of the revenge. Its decomposing body contaminated the well water, rendering it unusable and potentially dangerous. The family would have discovered the problem in one of two ways: either by hearing the dog's distress and investigating, finding it drowned or drowning in the well, or by noticing that the water tasted foul and eventually discovering the source of the contamination.

The practical consequences were severe. The well would need to be completely emptied—a labor-intensive process involving buckets and rope and considerable time. The dog's body would have to be extracted and buried. The well walls would need to be scrubbed to remove any remaining contamination. Fresh water would have to be obtained from neighbors or other sources until the family's own well was deemed safe again. If the contamination had gone undetected and family members had consumed the fouled water, illness might result.

The financial cost was substantial. Contemporary accounts note that the incident cost the family a "significant expense"—likely including the loss of the dog itself (which might need to be replaced), the labor required to clean and restore the well, and possibly medical expenses if anyone became ill from the contaminated water.

But beyond the practical and financial harm was the emotional impact. Samuel had killed a family animal in a particularly cruel manner and had done so as a deliberate act of revenge. The message was unmistakable: he would hurt whatever they cared about, would destroy whatever they valued, and would do so with calculation and without remorse.

His parents' response was predictable: another severe beating. But this punishment, like all the others before it, failed to produce the desired effect. Samuel did not break, did not apologize, did not show any sign that he understood or cared about the wrongness of his actions. If anything, the beating only confirmed to him that relationships were about power and pain, that those who had authority over him were his enemies, and that revenge was the appropriate response to suffering.

​The Pig

What happened next demonstrated that Samuel had not been deterred by the consequences of the dog incident. Indeed, the beating seems to have functioned not as a deterrent but as a provocation, triggering an immediate escalation rather than any reflection or remorse.

The target this time was the family pig—another economically valuable animal, but one that represented an even more significant investment than the dog. Pigs in early nineteenth-century rural America were crucial to household economy. They could be fed on scraps and forage that would otherwise go to waste, converting garbage and garden surplus into valuable protein and fat. A pig raised through the summer and fall, then slaughtered in late autumn, provided meat that could be preserved through smoking, salting, or pickling, sustaining the family through the winter months when fresh food was scarce.

Raising a pig required time, effort, and resources. The animal had to be fed daily, its pen maintained, its health monitored. By the time it reached slaughter weight, a pig represented months of investment. For a family of modest means, the loss of such an animal was a genuine hardship that might mean the difference between adequate nutrition and hunger during the long New England winter.

Samuel attacked the pig with a blade, slashing its neck. The historical accounts don't specify whether the wound was immediately fatal or whether the animal suffered before dying, but the nature of the attack—a slashing cut to the neck—suggests violence that was both brutal and personal. This was not the quick, practiced killing of an animal for food, executed with the skill that minimized suffering. This was an assault driven by rage, a venting of fury upon a helpless creature that served as a stand-in for the people Samuel truly wanted to harm.

The immediate discovery of the attack suggests Samuel made little effort to conceal his crime. Perhaps he had moved beyond caring about consequences. Perhaps he wanted to be caught, wanted his family to know what he had done, wanted them to understand that he would continue to hurt them no matter how severely they punished him. Or perhaps he simply lacked the impulse control to think beyond the immediate satisfaction of his rage.

The response was yet another beating, delivered while Samuel's body still bore the marks of the previous punishment. His back, already welted and possibly scabbed from the earlier whippings, received fresh wounds. The pain must have been extraordinary, but Samuel endured it as he had endured all the previous beatings: with silent defiance, neither crying nor begging, simply waiting for it to end.

​The Psychology of Escalation

The sequence of events during Samuel's apprenticeship—theft and vandalism, the garden destruction, the dog in the well, the slashing of the pig—reveals a clear pattern of escalation that would be grimly familiar to modern criminal psychologists. Samuel was not simply acting out or rebelling in the manner of a typical troubled adolescent. He was demonstrating traits that would later be recognized as characteristic of emerging psychopathy and predatory violence.

Graduated Violence Against Animals: Modern research has established a clear correlation between childhood animal cruelty and later violence against humans. Children who deliberately harm animals, particularly in ways that involve prolonged suffering, are at significantly elevated risk for developing serious antisocial behavior in adulthood. The FBI's behavioral analysis unit considers childhood animal cruelty one of the key warning signs in the development of serial offenders.

Samuel's attacks on the dog and pig were not impulsive acts of childish cruelty but calculated acts of revenge. He selected targets that would cause maximum distress to his family while being unable to defend themselves. The dog's death by drowning was particularly sadistic, involving prolonged suffering that Samuel must have anticipated. This demonstrated both his capacity for planning and his complete lack of empathy for the suffering he inflicted.

Revenge as Organizing Principle: Rather than being deterred by punishment, Samuel was provoked by it to further attacks. Each beating triggered an immediate act of revenge, creating a cycle of violence that spiraled steadily upward. This pattern suggests that Samuel had developed what psychologists call a "hostile attribution bias"—he interpreted all interactions through a lens of aggression and retaliation, unable or unwilling to conceive of relationships in terms other than dominance and revenge.

Proxy Violence: Samuel could not directly attack his parents or his master without facing overwhelming retaliation, so he attacked things they valued. This displacement of aggression onto vulnerable targets is a common pattern among individuals who fantasize about violence but lack the power or opportunity to enact it directly. The choice of targets—the garden that fed the family, the dog that served them, the pig that would sustain them through winter—showed strategic thinking. Samuel was selecting targets that would cause maximum harm while minimizing his own risk.

Absence of Remorse: Throughout all of these incidents, Samuel never showed any sign of guilt, shame, or recognition that he had done wrong. He did not apologize, did not attempt to make amends, did not demonstrate any understanding of why his actions were problematic beyond the fact that they resulted in punishment. This absence of conscience is one of the defining characteristics of psychopathy and a strong predictor of future violent behavior.

Imperviousness to Punishment: Most individuals modify their behavior to avoid punishment, learning from negative consequences and adjusting their actions accordingly. Samuel appeared incapable of this basic learning. Punishment did not deter him; it only increased his rage and his determination to retaliate. This suggests either a fundamental difference in how his brain processed reward and punishment or a deliberate decision to prioritize revenge over self-preservation.

​The Failure of the Apprenticeship System

Samuel's disastrous apprenticeship illuminates the limitations of early nineteenth-century methods for dealing with troubled youth. The apprenticeship system, which successfully integrated the vast majority of young men into productive adulthood, was based on certain assumptions: that young people wanted to learn a trade, that they would respond to the incentive structure of praise and punishment, that they were capable of forming loyalty to a master who treated them fairly, and that they possessed the basic moral sense necessary to function in society.

Samuel Green violated every one of these assumptions. He had no interest in learning blacksmithing or any other trade. He did not respond to either positive or negative incentives in any predictable way. He formed no attachment to his master and showed no loyalty to anyone. And he appeared to lack the fundamental moral sense that made socialization possible.

The blacksmith master who took Samuel as an apprentice had presumably succeeded with other apprentices, training them successfully and sending them into the world as competent craftsmen. The methods he used with Samuel—instruction, supervision, correction, and when necessary, corporal punishment—were the standard methods that worked with virtually everyone else. But they didn't work with Samuel, and the master had no alternative framework to draw upon.

This was not an individual failure but a systemic one. Early nineteenth-century America had no institutions or methodologies for dealing with youth like Samuel Green. There were no juvenile detention facilities, no therapeutic interventions, no special schools for troubled children, no psychiatric hospitals. The only institutions available for those who could not be controlled by family or masters were adult prisons and poorhouses—places of punishment and containment rather than rehabilitation.

The apprenticeship system was designed to work with normal developmental challenges: the restlessness of adolescence, the testing of boundaries, the occasional rebellion against authority. It was not designed to handle, and could not effectively respond to, a young person who was fundamentally different, whose psychological architecture made him incapable of the basic reciprocity upon which all social relationships depend.

​The Return Home

When Samuel's apprenticeship finally collapsed—whether through formal termination or simply through the master giving up—he returned once again to his parents' home. He was now in his mid-teens, perhaps fourteen or fifteen years old, physically strong from the work at the forge, and more deeply alienated and rage-filled than ever.

His parents must have viewed his return with dread. They had tried raising him themselves, and he had been incorrigible. They had sent him to apprentice with a skilled craftsman, and that had ended in disaster. The normal pathways by which boys transitioned to manhood had all been closed off by Samuel's behavior. He had demonstrated that he could not be educated, could not be trained in a trade, could not be controlled by authority, and could not be trusted not to inflict harm on those around him.

Moreover, Samuel was no longer a child who could be physically overpowered. The years of heavy labor at the forge had built muscle and strength. His father, perhaps now in his forties or fifties, could no longer expect to dominate his son through physical force. The whippings that had characterized Samuel's childhood were becoming practically impossible to administer.

The family home, already a site of conflict and dysfunction, became even more intolerable with Samuel's return. He had no legitimate occupation, no prospects, no normal developmental path forward. He had demonstrated his willingness to harm animals and destroy property in acts of revenge. He showed no remorse, no capacity for change, no possibility of redemption through the methods available to his family and community.

Something would have to be done. The solution—sending Samuel to live with Albert Dunne in New Hampton—represented one final attempt to place him under the authority of someone outside the family, someone who might succeed where both parents and master craftsman had failed. But given the consistent pattern of failure that had marked every previous attempt to control or reform Samuel Green, there was little reason for optimism.

The apprenticeship had failed, and with it had failed one of the last institutional mechanisms that might have channeled Samuel's energies in productive directions. The next phase of his life, under Albert Dunne's supervision, would see an even more dramatic escalation—the progression from cruelty to animals and property destruction to attempted murder.

The blacksmith's apprentice, having learned nothing from his time at the forge except perhaps how to withstand pain and how to hate more efficiently, was about to become something far more dangerous. The violence that had been directed at gardens, dogs, and pigs was about to be directed at human beings.

And no one knew how to stop it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 4: Albert Dunne's Barn
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​A Last Hope in New Hampton

By 1811 or 1812, when Samuel Green was approximately fifteen or sixteen years old, his parents had exhausted every conventional option for managing their incorrigible son. Home discipline had failed. School had been impossible. Apprenticeship had ended in disaster. The boy was growing stronger by the day, increasingly capable of physical resistance, and showing no signs whatsoever of the reformation that desperate parents continued to hope for.

It was in this context that the Greens turned to Albert Dunne, described in the historical record as a "family friend" who lived in New Hampton, New Hampshire. New Hampton lay approximately fifteen miles southwest of Meredith, situated in the fertile valley of the Pemigewasset River. Like Meredith, it was a rural farming community, established in the mid-eighteenth century, where life revolved around agriculture, local trade, and the rhythms of the seasons.

The decision to send Samuel to live with Dunne reflected both the desperation of his parents and the limitations of their options. In modern terms, we might think of this arrangement as a form of residential placement—removing a troubled youth from his family environment in the hope that a change of setting and supervision might produce better outcomes. But in early nineteenth-century New Hampshire, such arrangements were entirely informal, depending on personal relationships and the willingness of family friends or relatives to take responsibility for difficult children.

We know frustratingly little about Albert Dunne himself. His occupation is not specified in the surviving accounts, though his possession of a barn, cider stores, and corn supplies suggests he was a farmer of at least moderate prosperity. His relationship to the Green family—described simply as a "family friend"—might have meant anything from a distant cousin to a neighbor from earlier years to someone connected through church or business dealings. What is clear is that Dunne agreed to take Samuel into his household, presumably with some understanding of the boy's troubled history.

Perhaps Dunne believed he could succeed where Samuel's parents and the blacksmith master had failed. Perhaps he was confident that his own methods of discipline would be more effective. Perhaps he felt obligated by friendship or kinship to help the struggling Green family. Or perhaps—and this is pure speculation—he needed labor on his farm and was willing to take on a difficult boy in exchange for the work he could provide.

Whatever Dunne's motivations, he was about to discover that Samuel Green was far more dangerous than anyone had yet realized. The cruelty to animals and vandalism that had marked Samuel's earlier years were about to escalate to attempted murder.

​The Architecture of Murder

The barn was the center of agricultural life in rural New England. More than simply a storage structure, it was a complex workspace where hay and grain were stored, animals were sheltered, tools were kept, and essential farm work was performed. A well-maintained barn represented substantial investment and was often the most valuable structure on a property after the dwelling house itself.

Dunne's barn, like most of its era, would have been a timber-frame structure, probably two stories tall, with large doors that could be opened wide to accommodate wagons loaded with hay or grain. The doors themselves were massive, heavy constructions mounted on iron hinges, requiring significant force to open and close. Inside, the barn would have contained stalls for animals, a threshing floor for processing grain, a hayloft accessed by ladder, and various tools and implements hanging from walls or stored in corners.

It was at these doors—the main entrance to the barn, used multiple times daily by Dunne as he went about his farm work—that Samuel Green constructed his killing machine.

The historical accounts describe the trap as involving two implements: an axe positioned to fall on Dunne's head, and a pitchfork set to strike him. The exact mechanical arrangement is not detailed in the surviving records, but we can reconstruct the general principles. Samuel would have used rope or cord to suspend the axe above the door frame at a height calculated to strike Dunne's head when triggered. The pitchfork would have been positioned lower, perhaps angled to strike the body or legs. The trigger mechanism—the means by which opening the door would release both weapons—would have required some ingenuity, possibly involving a trip wire or a carefully balanced arrangement that would collapse when the door moved.

This was not a crude trap thrown together in a moment of rage. It required planning, mechanical understanding, and sustained effort. Samuel would have needed to:


●  Study Dunne's patterns to determine when he would next enter the barn alone

●  Select the weapons from among the tools available

●  Understand basic principles of leverage, weight, and motion to position the implements effectively

●  Construct or improvise a trigger mechanism that would activate reliably

●  Test the mechanism (at least mentally, if not physically) to ensure it would function as intended

●  Conceal his work or accomplish it quickly enough that Dunne wouldn't discover it before entering



The sophistication of this plan reveals important aspects of Samuel's developing criminal mind. This was not impulsive violence but premeditated murder. He was capable of complex planning, of thinking several steps ahead, of understanding cause and effect well enough to engineer a lethal trap. His rejection of education had not been the result of intellectual inability—he was clearly intelligent enough to design and construct a functioning murder device. Rather, his rejection of school and authority reflected a deliberate choice to direct his intelligence toward destructive rather than productive ends.

The choice of method is also revealing. A direct physical attack on Dunne would have been risky—Dunne was an adult man, presumably larger and stronger than the teenage Samuel, and capable of fighting back or subduing him. But a trap eliminated these risks. Samuel could arrange the murder device and then be elsewhere when it triggered, giving him plausible deniability or at least the opportunity to flee. The trap would do the work while Samuel remained physically safe.

This calculation, this weighing of risks and benefits, demonstrates that Samuel's violence was not uncontrolled rage but strategic aggression. He wanted to kill Dunne, but he wanted to do so in a way that minimized danger to himself. This combination of murderous intent and rational planning is characteristic of the most dangerous type of violent offender—one who can control impulses long enough to plan effectively but who lacks the moral constraints that prevent most people from acting on violent fantasies.

​The Failed Execution

When Albert Dunne opened his barn door, unaware of the death trap waiting for him, Samuel's carefully constructed murder attempt activated. The axe fell, the pitchfork struck—and Dunne survived.

The historical account states that the axe succeeded only in "slicing Dunne's coat" while the pitchfork "slightly injured his foot." This near-complete failure of the trap suggests several possibilities. Perhaps Samuel's understanding of the mechanics was imperfect, and the weapons didn't strike with the force or precision he had intended. Perhaps Dunne's movements as he opened the door were slightly different from what Samuel had anticipated, causing the weapons to miss their marks. Perhaps Dunne caught some glimpse of the trap at the last moment and managed to dodge partially aside. Or perhaps simple luck—the chance position of Dunne's body, the angle of the door, random variation in how the mechanisms released—turned what should have been a fatal attack into a near-miss.

Whatever the reason, Dunne escaped with minimal injury: a sliced coat (likely the heavy work coat that farmers wore for outdoor labor) and a slight wound to his foot. The physical harm was trivial. But the psychological impact must have been profound.

Dunne had just survived a murder attempt. The teenage boy he had taken into his home as a favor to friends, the troubled youth he had presumably intended to guide and discipline into productive adulthood, had tried to kill him. Not in a moment of rage or a heat-of-passion confrontation, but through careful planning and cold-blooded execution. The boy had studied his habits, selected weapons, constructed a mechanism designed to crush his skull or impale his body, and had done so with enough premeditation to set the trap and wait for it to trigger.

The discovery must have been terrifying. Dunne would have realized, in the seconds after the trap activated, how close he had come to death. He would have understood that Samuel had tried to murder him in a way that might have looked like an accident—perhaps hoping that people would assume the tools had fallen through some structural failure of the barn rather than through deliberate arrangement. He would have recognized that he was harboring someone capable not just of mischief or defiance but of calculated, lethal violence.

​The Whipping Post

Dunne's response to the murder attempt was immediate, physical, and brutal. He seized Samuel, dragged him to the barn—the very site of the attempted murder—and tied him to the barn door. Then he administered what the historical accounts describe as a severe, bloody whipping.

The image is striking in its symbolism: Samuel bound to the door he had booby-trapped, receiving punishment at the exact location where he had attempted to deal out death. Whether Dunne chose this location deliberately, as a form of poetic justice, or simply because it was convenient and secure, the result was the same. Samuel was immobilized, his back exposed, unable to resist or escape as Dunne delivered blow after blow.

The description of the whipping as "severe" and "bloody" indicates that Dunne exceeded the bounds of ordinary corporal punishment. Blood suggests that skin was broken, that the force of the blows was sufficient to cut as well as bruise. This was not corrective discipline administered in measured proportion to an offense. This was a beating delivered in rage and fear by a man who had just narrowly escaped murder, who understood that he was dealing with someone far more dangerous than a merely troubled teenager.

We might pause here to consider the ethics and legality of Dunne's response. In modern terms, what Dunne administered would be considered assault, potentially criminal even given the provocation. But in early nineteenth-century America, adults had near-absolute authority to physically punish children and adolescents under their care. Masters could beat apprentices, parents could beat children, and surrogate guardians like Dunne could beat boys placed in their care. The law provided essentially no protection to minors against corporal punishment unless it was so extreme as to cause permanent injury or death.

Moreover, from Dunne's perspective, he was entirely justified. Samuel had tried to kill him. The trap, had it functioned as designed, would have left Dunne dead or critically injured, his skull split by an axe or his body impaled on a pitchfork. In the face of such an attack, Dunne's violent response would have seemed not only justified but necessary—a clear message that such behavior would not be tolerated, that attempted murder carried severe consequences.

Yet the beating, like all the beatings before it, accomplished nothing. Samuel did not break. He did not apologize. He did not beg for mercy or promise reformation. He simply endured, his body absorbing the punishment while his mind, presumably, was already plotting revenge.

​Cider and Corn

If Dunne hoped that the severity of the whipping would shock Samuel into compliance, that hope was extinguished almost immediately. Samuel's response to the beating followed the pattern that had characterized his entire life: punishment provoked not submission but escalation. Within days, perhaps even within hours, Samuel struck back.

The targets were Dunne's stored supplies—specifically, cider and corn. Both were valuable commodities, representing significant investment of time and resources. The corn might have been stored grain intended for human consumption, animal feed, or seed corn for the next planting season. The cider would have been the product of the autumn apple harvest, pressed and stored in barrels to provide drink through the winter and spring. In an era before refrigeration, when preservation of food and drink required significant labor and expertise, such stores represented wealth and security.

Samuel destroyed them both.

The specific method of destruction is not detailed in the historical records, but the possibilities are limited. Corn could be scattered, contaminated, or burned. Barrels of cider could be tapped to let the liquid drain away, or the barrels themselves could be broken open, spilling their contents. Whatever method Samuel employed, the result was the same: valuable supplies were rendered useless, representing not only immediate financial loss but also potential hardship in the months ahead.

This vandalism differed from the garden destruction during Samuel's apprenticeship in its timing and context. Samuel had just received the most severe beating of his life, administered in direct response to an attempted murder. Most people in such circumstances would be focused on self-preservation, on avoiding further punishment, on convincing their guardian that they could be trusted. Samuel instead launched an immediate counterattack, demonstrating that no amount of punishment could deter him, that he would continue to strike back regardless of consequences.

The destruction of the cider and corn led, predictably, to more beatings. Dunne, his fear now mixed with rage at the ongoing provocations, administered further corporal punishment. And Samuel, equally predictably, escalated again.

​Fire

The attempted arson represented the most dangerous escalation yet. Fire was the terror of early nineteenth-century rural America, where wooden structures and the absence of organized firefighting capabilities meant that a single blaze could destroy not just a building but an entire family's livelihood, and potentially spread to consume neighboring properties and even whole communities.

Barns were particularly vulnerable and particularly valuable targets. They contained hay and straw—highly combustible materials that, once ignited, burned with intense heat and frightening speed. They often housed animals that could be trapped and killed. They stored grain, tools, equipment—everything necessary for agricultural life. The loss of a barn could financially ruin a farm family, destroying in hours what had taken years to accumulate.

Samuel's attempted arson, had it succeeded, might have killed Dunne, his family if he had one, and any animals in the barn. It certainly would have destroyed the structure and most or all of its contents, leaving Dunne facing financial catastrophe. And fire, once started in a barn, could easily spread to the house and other structures, potentially consuming the entire farmstead.

The historical records indicate that the arson attempt was discovered and prevented, though the details of how this occurred are lost. Perhaps Dunne or someone else smelled smoke and investigated before the fire could take hold. Perhaps Samuel's fire-starting technique was ineffective, producing smoke but insufficient flame. Perhaps weather conditions—damp wood or hay—prevented the fire from catching properly. Whatever the reason, Dunne's property was spared.

But the attempt itself was enough to trigger yet another brutal beating. Dunne now understood that he was dealing with someone who would stop at nothing, who would not be deterred by any level of punishment, who posed not just a nuisance but a genuine threat to life and property. The cycle of violence—provocation, punishment, escalation—had reached a level that was clearly unsustainable.

​The End of Physical Discipline

The cycle that had characterized Samuel's entire adolescence—transgression followed by whipping followed by further transgression—finally came to an end not because Samuel reformed or because Dunne found an effective alternative to corporal punishment, but because Samuel's physical maturation made the whippings impractical and dangerous to administer.

Teenage boys develop rapidly, often adding substantial height, weight, and muscle mass over the course of just a year or two. Samuel, who had spent time performing the heavy labor of blacksmithing, would have been particularly well-developed physically. By age sixteen or seventeen, he would have been approaching or reaching his full adult size and strength.

The historical account notes that Dunne eventually ceased the beatings when he recognized that Samuel "had become too strong for him." This admission is significant. It means that Dunne, an adult man in presumably the prime of his life, could no longer confidently overpower the teenage Samuel. The boy who had once been tied to a door and whipped bloody had grown into a young man who might fight back, who might be able to resist or even defeat Dunne in a physical confrontation.

This development fundamentally altered the power dynamic between Samuel and Dunne. For Samuel's entire life, his defiance had been met with physical punishment, with adults using their superior size and strength to enforce compliance through pain. The system was brutal and ineffective, but at least it was enforceable—adults could, when necessary, overpower the child or adolescent Samuel and impose their will through force.

Now that advantage was gone. Samuel was no longer a child who could be physically dominated. He was a young man whose strength matched or exceeded that of the adults around him. And he was a young man who had spent years learning that authority meant violence, that relationships were about power, and that the appropriate response to conflict was escalation and revenge.

The implications were terrifying. If Samuel could not be controlled through physical force, how could he be controlled at all? The only restraint that had ever been applied to him—however ineffectively—had been the threat and application of corporal punishment. Without that option, what was to prevent him from acting on whatever violent impulses he felt?

​The Departure

The end of Samuel's time with Albert Dunne is not precisely documented. We don't know if there was a formal termination of the arrangement, a dramatic confrontation that ended with Samuel being expelled from Dunne's property, or a gradual recognition by both parties that the situation was untenable. What we know is that Samuel eventually left Dunne's farm and began the next phase of his criminal career—the partnership with William Ash and the mentorship of Franklin Loomis that would transform him from a local vandal and would-be murderer into a sophisticated criminal operating across multiple jurisdictions.

For Dunne, Samuel's departure must have brought tremendous relief mixed with lingering fear. He had survived not one but multiple attacks—the trap in the barn, the ongoing vandalism, the attempted arson. He had tried and failed to reform or control the troubled youth. He had discovered, too late, that he was harboring someone capable of lethal violence. The departure of such a person from one's property could only be a blessing, even if it came with the uneasy knowledge that Samuel was now someone else's problem.

For Samuel, the departure represented freedom from the last vestige of adult supervision and control. He had outlasted every authority figure placed over him—parents, schoolmaster, blacksmith master, and now Dunne. He had learned that he could commit acts of violence and vandalism with impunity, that punishment meant nothing to him, and that his growing physical strength made him increasingly immune to the consequences that society could impose.

The time with Dunne had taught Samuel several important lessons, though not the ones that Dunne had intended to impart. He had learned that direct attacks could fail—the barn trap had nearly worked, but "nearly" wasn't good enough. He had learned that some targets were too difficult or too dangerous to attack directly. He had learned that he needed to be smarter, more careful, more sophisticated in his choice of methods and victims.

Most importantly, he had learned that he was fundamentally ungovernable. Every attempt to socialize him, to discipline him, to force him into conformity with social norms had failed. He was not going to become a productive member of society. He was not going to internalize moral standards or develop empathy for others. He was not going to live a conventional life of work, family, and community integration.

He was going to be a criminal. And with his physical maturity now achieved, with the constraints of childhood and adult supervision finally lifted, he was about to become a very successful and very dangerous one.

​Reflection on Dunne's Ordeal

Albert Dunne's experience with Samuel Green deserves consideration as a case study in the limitations of early nineteenth-century responses to dangerous youth. Dunne appears to have been, by the standards of his time, a responsible adult who agreed to help a troubled boy and who applied the methods of discipline that society endorsed and expected. He used corporal punishment as virtually every parent, schoolmaster, and employer did. When Samuel attempted murder, Dunne responded with severity that, while shocking to modern sensibilities, was within the accepted bounds of the era.

And yet everything Dunne did failed. The beatings didn't reform Samuel; they only provoked him to escalate. The messages that punishment was supposed to send—"your behavior is unacceptable," "there are consequences for wrongdoing," "you must learn to control yourself"—never reached Samuel, or reached him only to be rejected. The system that successfully socialized the vast majority of young people in early America proved utterly ineffective with Samuel Green.

We might ask whether Dunne could have done anything differently. Could a gentler approach have worked where harsh discipline failed? Could patience and understanding have reached Samuel in ways that violence could not? The honest answer is that we cannot know. It's possible that no intervention available in early nineteenth-century America could have changed Samuel's trajectory. The combination of whatever genetic, neurological, or temperamental factors made Samuel different, combined with the trauma of years of harsh punishment, may have created a pattern that was irreversible by the time he reached Dunne's care.

What we can say is that Dunne represented one of the last barriers between Samuel Green and a life of serious crime. After leaving Dunne's farm, Samuel would encounter Franklin Loomis, who would provide him with the technical skills to professionalize his criminality. He would begin the crime spree that would earn him the title "Terror of New England" and the designation as one of America's first "public enemies."

The failed murder trap in Dunne's barn was a watershed moment—the point at which Samuel crossed from property crimes and animal cruelty into attempted homicide against a human being. Had the trap worked as designed, Samuel would have been a murderer at age sixteen or seventeen, and Dunne would have been his first victim. The failure of the trap gave Samuel more time to develop his methods, more opportunity to learn from his mistakes, and more years to accumulate victims.

Albert Dunne never knew how many deaths might be traced, at least in part, to his survival of that murder attempt. Had Samuel succeeded in killing him, the boy might have been caught, tried, and executed for that first murder, preventing the later crime spree. Or Samuel might have fled immediately, beginning his criminal career even earlier but with less sophistication and perhaps less success. The contingent nature of history—the way small chances and near-misses shape ultimate outcomes—is rarely more apparent than in the story of the barn trap that almost worked.
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