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The imagination of man’s heart is evil from his youth.


—Genesis 8:21





PROLOGUE
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The level of actual violence as measured by homicide . . . has never been lower. . . . It may seem that we live in violent times, but even the famously gentle Bushmen of the Kalahari have a homicide rate that eclipses those of the most notorious American cities. All appearances to the contrary, we who live in today’s industrial societies stand a better chance of dying peacefully in our beds than any of our predecessors anywhere.


—Lyall Watson, Dark Nature


The longing for a bygone age—for a time when life was slower, sweeter, simpler—is such a basic human impulse that it often blinds us to the fact that the “good old days” were a lot worse than we imagine.


Living at a time of pervasive pollution, we yearn for those delightful preautomotive days when the air was free of car exhaust—forgetting that the streets of every major nineteenth-century city reeked of horse piss, manure, and the decomposing carcasses of worked-to-death nags. Reading about the pathetic state of public education, we grow teary-eyed for the age of the “Little Red Schoolhouse”—completely unaware of the deplorable conditions of nineteenth-century classrooms (according to one authoritative source, “a survey of Brooklyn schools in 1893 listed eighteen classes with 80 to 100 students; one class had 158”). Affronted by the nonstop barrage of media violence, we pine for a return to a more civilized time—conveniently forgetting that, a hundred years ago, public hangings were a popular form of family entertainment, and that turn-of-the-century “penny papers” routinely ran illustrated, front-page stories about axe-murders, sex-killings, child-torture, and other ghastly crimes.


Clearly, there is some abiding human need to imagine the past as a paradise—a golden age of innocence from which we have been tragically expelled. But a dispassionate look at the historical facts suggests that there are few, if any, contemporary problems—from gang violence to drug use to tabloid sensationalism—that didn’t plague the past. And often, in more dire and insidious forms.


For those Miniver Cheevys among us who are convinced that they inhabit the worst of times, one irrefutable sign of present-day degeneracy is the terrifying rise in vicious juvenile crime. And in truth, the past few years have witnessed a string of particularly savage murders committed by children. The whole world was aghast in 1993 when two ten-year-old British boys named Jon Venables and Robert Thompson abducted three-year-old James Bulger from a Liverpool shopping center, then led him to a remote stretch of railroad line, where they tortured him to death before placing his mangled remains on the tracks to be cut in half by the next passing train.


More recently, our own country has been shaken by a rash of staggeringly brutal teen homicides. In the span of just a few months during 1997, two adolescent thrill-killers lured a pair of pizza delivery men to an abandoned house in rural New Jersey and gunned them down for fun; an ex-altar boy and his fifteen-year-old girlfriend butchered a middle-aged man in Central Park; an eleven-year-old schoolboy selling door-to-door candy for his P.T.A. fund-raiser was raped and strangled by a fifteen-year-old neighbor; seven Mississippi high-schoolers were gunned down by a rampaging classmate (who began his murder spree by knifing his mother to death); and a fourteen-year-old Kentucky boy mowed down eight members of his high school prayer group with a .22-caliber Luger handgun. In March 1998, just three months after the Kentucky massacre, a pair of schoolboy snipers—ages eleven and thirteen—ambushed their classmates in Jonesboro, Arkansas, killing four female students and a teacher and wounding nine other children.


But even the Jonesboro massacre paled beside the bloodbath that took place the following year at a Colorado high school whose name has become synonymous with the nightmare of juvenile gun-violence: Columbine.


This spate of atrocities by underage killers provoked the inevitable reaction, from a People magazine cover story on “Children Without Conscience” to the outcries of assorted pundits, who pointed accusatory fingers at the usual sociological suspects: family disintegration, loss of religious values, ultraviolent videogames, etc. In attempting to come to grips with any cultural phenomenon, however, it helps to place it in a larger context. And even a cursory glance at the annals of crime makes it clear that “killer kids” have always been with us.


Journalist David James Smith, for example, begins his study of the Bulger killing with a survey of British juvenile murder cases, the earliest of which—that of ten-year-old William York, who was convicted of stabbing a four-year-old girl to death—took place in 1748. In our own country, homicidal children have been a subject of psychiatric and criminological concern for decades. In an article called “Youthful Killers,” published in Outlook and Independent magazine in January 1929, journalist Milton Mackaye cited the histories of the top ten “notorious boy killers” of the preceding five years, whose ranks included “Gordon Pirie, the fifteen-year-old New York City lad who killed his chum with an axe to see what it was like” and seventeen-year-old Frank McDowell, who “burned his two sisters to death and exactly a year later shot and killed his father.”


In the December 1959 issue of The American Journal of Psychiatry, Dr. Loretta Bender of Creedmore State Hospital published an essay, “Children and Adolescents Who Have Killed,” in which she declared that, since 1935, she had “personally known thirty-three boys and girls who, before they were sixteen years of age, had been associated with the death of another person.” A few years later, in the January 1962 issue of Social Work, another mental health professional, Dr. Douglas Sergeant of the Detroit Child Study Clinic, flatly asserted that “homicide committed by children is not rare” and noted that no fewer than “nine child homicide cases” had been referred to the Wayne County Juvenile Court in the previous year.


The redoubtable crime historian John Marr has dug up dozens of U.S. cases involving murderous minors, dating from the pre-Civil War period to the Great Depression. And during the winter season of 1998, Manhattan’s cultural offerings included both Paul Simon’s Broadway musical The Capeman—about a notorious double-slaying committed by a sixteen-year-old gang member in 1959—and a major exhibit of photographs by the legendary cameraman “Weegee,” which featured a precinct-house portrait of a sixteen-year-old named Frank Pape, who confessed to strangling a four-year-old boy in November 1944, “for no motive” (according to the New York Times) “other than to try out something he had seen in a motion picture.” Other examples abound.


It seems evident that—far from being the product of any particular cultural moment—juvenile violence is a manifestation of something inherent in human nature, of that instinct for primordial cruelty English novelist William Golding portrays so powerfully in his classic parable, Lord of the Flies. Shakespeare, too, obviously knew all about children’s potential for evil, as Gloucester’s bitter observation in King Lear reveals:


As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods;


They kill us for their sport.


What Shakespeare doesn’t say, but what criminal history makes frighteningly clear, is that the wanton boys who begin by torturing insects sometimes progress to higher life forms: lizards and frogs, kittens and puppies—and eventually to other children.


    *  *  *


If examples of juvenile murder can be found throughout American history, so can instances of public alarm—even hysteria—over the phenomenon. Besides our own time, there have been two periods in particular when worries about “killer kids” have been especially intense—the 1920s, the era of Leopold and Loeb, when (at least according to assorted Jazz Age pundits) the whole country was being engulfed by a tidal wave of youthful crime; and the 1950s, when concern over juvenile delinquency reached a fever pitch, and it was impossible to open a magazine or newspaper without encountering a scare-piece like Gerald Walker’s “Why Children Kill” in the October 1957 issue of Cosmopolitan:


During the next twelve months, what are the chances that your son or daughter will kill someone? Will the victim be a classmate, a brother or sister, or you, yourself?


Like most parents, you may feel these are unlikely and unnecessarily morbid questions. However, during the year just past, the heartsick families of perhaps a thousand American youngsters had the tragic knowledge forced on them that the unthinkable can happen: Their children had committed murder!


It was during this period—in the spring of 1956—that a man named George Woodbury, a resident of Bedford, New Hampshire, wrote to the Massachusetts Department of Correction in Boston. His letter (which has been preserved in the files of the Massachusetts State Archives) began with a straightforward statement of purpose: “As a professional writer, I am working on an article on Jesse Harding Pomeroy, longtime (1874–1932) prisoner.” Woodbury acknowledged that “few prisoners have been more written about” than Pomeroy. Still, he believed that the story was worth retelling, in light of contemporary concerns over youthful crime. “My interest in writing about Jesse Pomeroy,” he explained to the officials, “relates to the present-day excitement about juvenile delinquency—as though it was something new.”


For fully half a century, Pomeroy had proudly held the status of Boston’s most infamous murderer—a figure of such monstrous proportions that several generations of recalcitrant children were kept in line with the same parental warning: “If you don’t behave yourself, Jesse Pomeroy will come and get you!” At the time of Woodbury’s letter, however, this legendary bogeyman had been dead for nearly twenty-five years and largely forgotten by the public. He remains obscure today—despite a brief but memorable appearance in Caleb Carr’s bestselling 1994 novel, The Alienist.


Pomeroy’s cameo occurs about halfway through the book, when the titular hero, Dr. Laszlo Kreizler, travels to Sing Sing with his reporter-companion, John Moore, to interview the infamous killer. They find him locked in a dank, windowless room at the far end of a forbidding cell block—his wrists shackled, his head encased in a heavy, cagelike “collar cap.” In spite of these impediments, the prisoner is deeply engrossed in a book:


“Pretty hard to get an education in this place,” Jesse said after the door had closed. “But I’m trying. I figure that’s maybe where I went wrong—no education. I taught myself Spanish, you know.” He continued to sound very much like the young man he’d been twenty years ago.


Laszlo nodded. “Admirable. I see you’re wearing a collar cap.”


Jesse laughed. “Ahh—they claim I burned a guy’s face with a cigarette while he was sleeping. They say I stayed up all night, making an arm out of wire just so’s I could reach him with the butt through the bars. But I ask you—” He turned my way, the milky eye floating aimlessly in his head. “Does that sound like me?” A small laugh escaped him, pleased and mischievous—again just like a young boy’s.


“I gather, then, that you’ve grown tired of skinning rats alive,” Kreizler said. “When I was here several years ago, I heard that you’d been asking other prisoners to catch them for you.”


Still another chuckle, this one almost embarrassed. “Rats. They do squirm and squeal. . . . ”


Availing himself of artistic license, Carr deviates in this episode from strict historical accuracy. For one thing, Pomeroy was never imprisoned in Sing Sing (he spent nearly all the years of his long incarceration in the Massachusetts State Prison at Charlestown). Moreover, Carr turns Jesse into a figure of almost superhuman evil, a character that owes more to the overwrought fantasies of psycho movies and horror novels than to the facts of real life.


Still, Pomeroy was frightening enough: if not an adolescent Hannibal Lecter then certainly a junior John Wayne Gacy—an incipient serial killer who tortured over half-a-dozen children and butchered two more by the time he was fourteen. At a time when juvenile misbehavior was epitomized in the popular mind by the shenanigans of Tom Sawyer—conning his chums into whitewashing a fence—and the comical hijinks of Peck’s Bad Boy, the atrocities of young Jesse Harding Pomeroy seemed almost unimaginably monstrous.


And even today, they remain uniquely appalling. As any chronicle of U.S. crime proves, there have been plenty of bad seeds scattered throughout our history. But beyond doubt, the most heinous of all was the barely pubescent child-torturer and killer who came to be known as the “Boston Boy Fiend,” and whose crimes—committed just a few years after the Civil War ended—would continue to haunt America for the next half century.
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He had now entered the skirts of the village. A troop of strange children ran at his heels, hooting after him, and pointing at his gray beard. . . . The very village was altered; it was larger and more populous. There were rows of houses which he had never seen before, and those which had been his familiar haunts had disappeared. Strange names were over the doors—strange faces at the windows—everything was strange.


—Washington Irving, “Rip Van Winkle”


AUGUST 1, 1929


Dressed in the street clothes they had given him—a shabby gray suit, its baggy pants supported by galluses; a rumpled white shirt, its collar too small to button; an old silk tie that dangled halfway down his chest; and a grotesque, checkered cap that sat on his head like an enormous mushroom—he emerged into the sun-drenched prison yard. In his right hand, he clutched a paper-wrapped bundle about the size of a shoebox. His entire fund of worldly possessions was inside: a Bible, two or three poetry books, a few legal documents, some old, dog-eared letters.


Above him—patrolling the walls and stationed in the armored cupola of the gray, stone rotunda—the rifle-wielding guards peered down curiously at the spectacle below.


A crowd of journalists—reporters, photographers, representatives of international wire services—had assembled in the yard. At the first glimpse of the shambling old man—his face half-hidden by the brim of his comically oversized cap—they began calling his name, snapping pictures, shouting questions.


He pulled the brim lower over his eyes, tightened his mouth into a deep frown, and allowed the attendants to hurry him past the crowd and toward the rotunda.


The clamor of the mob was deeply unnerving. Still, their presence was a source of some satisfaction—a confirmation of his celebrity. He had always taken pride in his status as “America’s most famous lifer,” in the awed looks he drew from new inmates when they caught their first glimpse of him. Lately, however, a whole generation of fresh fish had begun to filter inside—young punks who neither knew nor cared anything about the old man everyone called “Grandpa.” And when somebody told them who he was, they just shrugged, sneered, or looked utterly blank. His name—once so notorious that its mere mention could induce shudders in impressionable children—meant nothing to them.


Now—sullen-tempered as ever—he cursed under his breath as he waited for the attendants to unlock the double-barred doors and usher him into the reception room. Inside, Warden Hogsett and a few other officials were waiting. Ignoring the warden, he grumbled a few words of farewell to the chaplain.


Then—at precisely 11:35 A.M.—Hogsett nodded to the attendants, the screen door was thrown open, and—flanked by two officers, Joseph O’Brien and William Robinson—he stepped out into the world.


*  *  *


It was the first time in more than fifty years that he had breathed the air beyond the dark walls of the state prison. Everyone involved in sending him there was long gone—the judge who had tried him, the attorney general and D.A. who had prosecuted him, the governor who had spared his life and sentenced him to a living death instead. He had survived them all. That was another source of satisfaction. The thought of it nearly brought a smile to his face. If it had, the sight would almost certainly have caused his captors to take notice. No one in all the years of his incarceration had ever seen him smile.


A small sedan was waiting in the cobblestoned square outside the main iron gate. So was an enormous crowd of curiosity-seekers—more than one thousand people in all. They had been there since daybreak. At various points throughout the morning, policemen from Station Fifteen in City Square, Charlestown, had tried to disperse them. But the milling crowd would only wander a short distance away, then gather again in front of the prison as soon as the officers had left.


Even he was taken aback by the size of the crowd. Evidently, the public had not forgotten his name after all.


“Get in, Jesse,” said Officer Robinson, motioning him toward the open door.


He knew all about motorcars, of course. During the past dozen years—ever since the granite door of his tiny cell had been opened and he had been allowed to emerge, Lazarus-like, from his tomb—he had seen one or two official automobiles in the prison yard. Still, he had never actually ridden in one. So unfamiliar was he with the procedure that, as he stepped onto the running board, his foot slipped, he smacked his head against the top of the doorframe, and his cap tumbled onto the cobblestones. He stooped to retrieve it, mashed it back down onto his head, and—ducking into the car—sank into the rear right seat.


Several squealing children ran up to the sedan, pointing up at the rear window as they capered and laughed. He put his face to the glass and glared down at them. Their laughter died instantly, and they scurried away. His face always had the power to frighten little children and, if anything, it had grown even more unsettling over the years—the heavy jaw jutting grotesquely; the down-turned mouth made even more baleful-looking by the drooping walrus moustache; the left eye now filmed by a cataract; and the right one—its pupil a dead, milky white—as profoundly disconcerting as ever.


Officer Robinson slammed the rear door closed and climbed into the passenger seat. The engine roared. An escort of three motorcycle officers cleared a path. The convoy was on its way.


*  *  *


Measured in space, the trip to his new home was relatively short—a distance of around forty miles. But the leap through time was almost inconceivably vast—every bit as staggering as Rip Van Winkle’s supernatural experience in the ghost-haunted Kaatskills, or the fantastic voyage of H. G. Wells’s imaginary time-traveler. When he had last set eyes on the outside world, Ulysses S. Grant was president and Victoria queen. The whole country was in an uproar over the Custer massacre. The telephone hadn’t been invented. And the neighborhoods of Charlestown, as one commentator described them, offered unbroken vistas of “muddy streets, horse-cars, oil-lamps, and two-story frame shacks.”


Now, fifty-three years and one global war later, he was traveling through a world of telecommunication and transatlantic flight, neon signs and subways, radio stars and racing cars, motion pictures and jazz music, Cubist painting and quantum physics. For the nearly two hours of his trip, he gazed wordlessly at the marvels of modern civilization. He saw steam shovels, airplanes, elevated trains, and thoroughfares clogged with motorized traffic.


The whole world had changed. Except for one thing. The sidewalks were still full of frolicking children. And as the car came to a halt in front of a drugstore—where Jesse would be treated to his first-ever taste of ginger ale and vanilla ice cream in a sugary cone—it was hard for him not to remember those days, more than fifty years back, when he roamed this world freely. A time when the streets were his stalking-ground, and the little children his prey.
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Pity is not natural to man. Children always are cruel. Savages are always cruel.


—James Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson


Everything about the two men has been lost to history: who they were, where they lived, what they were doing upon that lonely hill. The newspapers report that a bitter wind was blowing on that frigid afternoon in 1871, the day after Christmas. So it is possible that, at first, they could not distinguish the sound—or that, hearing it, they mistook it for the wailing of the wind. Only gradually would they have recognized the noise for what it was: the thin, keening cry of a very young child.


It was coming from the only structure in the vicinity: a tumbledown privy perched atop Powder Horn Hill, lying on the outskirts of Chelsea. Exchanging a look, the men hurried toward the little outbuilding and threw open the door. The sight that struck them caused them to gape in confusion.


It was the half-naked body of a very young boy—three, maybe four years old—dangling limply from a roof beam by a rope lashed around his wrists. His eyes were closed and he might have been dead, except for the piteous sounds that issued from his lips. The frigid air that whistled through the cracks in the deserted outhouse had turned his mouth a ghastly purple-blue. His exposed torso was equally discolored and covered with gooseflesh. As the suspended body spun slowly in the air, one of the thunderstruck men let out a gasp at the huge, ugly welts that covered the child’s back.


Pulling out a pocket knife, he rushed toward the little victim and cut him down from the beam, while his companion stripped off his coat and wrapped it around the brutalized, half-frozen child. Gradually, the boy’s quaking subsided and he opened his eyes. But the terror he had suffered had left him too traumatized to speak. All the information they could get from him was his name—Billy Paine. By evening, his rescuers had located his home and returned the little boy to his overwrought parents, who wasted no time in alerting the Chelsea police.


With no solid information to go on, however, the authorities were helpless. They could only hope that the abduction and torture of little Billy Paine was an isolated incident.


They had no way of knowing that it was only the first, and by no means the worst, of a whole series of related atrocities—that a reign of terror had just begun.
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Some months ago, a big boy decoyed a smaller one to an old house in the rear of Powder Horn Hill, where he stripped and tied and beat him in a most cruel manner without any provocation or apparent motive whatever. This fiendish brute has appeared again, for it can hardly be possible that the same villain should have an imitator.


—Chelsea Pioneer and Telegraph, February 22, 1872


Two months later, on February 21, 1872, officers from the same Chelsea station were summoned to a weatherbeaten little house occupied by a family named Hayden. In spite of the cold, a small group of neighbors—their faces taut with dismay—had gathered out front. They parted in silence as the two policemen strode up to the door.


The officers found Mr. Hayden inside the dimly lit parlor, surrounded by five of his six children, none older than twelve. Except for the sobbing infant cradled in its older sister’s arms, all the children had the same half-frightened, half-bewildered expression on their pale faces. Hayden himself—a stoop-shouldered, twenty-eight-year-old workingman with a sallow face and thin, yellow moustache—wore a look in which anxiety and rage seemed equally commingled.


At his first sight of the officers, he began pouring out a story about his little son, Tracy, who had been lured to an abandoned outhouse by an older boy and savagely attacked.


“Where is he now?” asked one of the policemen, an officer named McNeil.


Hayden nodded toward the rear of the house. “My wife is tending to him until the doctor arrives,” he said grimly. “The boy is in a bad way. Come. See for yourself.” Leading the way, he ushered them toward the bedroom he shared with his wife.


The officers could hear the sounds even before they crossed the threshold: the ragged whimpering of the child, the soothing words of the mother. Her gaunt, prematurely aged face illuminated by an oil lamp, Mrs. Hayden stood by the bedside, applying compresses to the back of the brutalized boy, who lay face downward on the mattress. After welcoming the officers with a nod, she removed the damp cloths, revealing a row of ugly raised welts across the child’s back.


“Let the policemen see what the bad boy did to your face,” she said softly, helping little Tracy to sit up on the edge of the mattress.


The sight of the seven-year-old’s face made the two officers wince. He looked like a fighter who had just suffered a terrible beating in the ring: eyes swollen and badly discolored, nose broken, upper lip split. Two of his front teeth had been knocked out.


It took a while for the officers to extract a coherent statement from the terrorized boy—and even then, important details were lacking, most crucially a precise description of the assailant. According to Tracy, he had been playing in the street when he was approached by a “big boy with brown hair” who had asked if he “wanted to go to Powder Horn Hill to see the soldiers.” When Tracy agreed, the big boy had led him to an abandoned outhouse on top of the hill and set upon him.


Officer McNeil asked him to describe exactly what the other boy had done.


“He stripped me and put a handkerchief in my mouth,” Tracy answered in a tremulous voice. “Then he tied up my feet and hands and tied me to a beam. Then he whipped me with a hard stick and said”—here, the boy’s voice dropped so low that his listeners couldn’t make out the rest of the sentence.


“What did he say, lad?” McNeil coaxed.


Tracy cleared his throat and, lisping through his missing front teeth, replied:


“He said he would cut my penis off.”


*  *  *


Like Tracy Hayden, Robert Maier was enticed from the safety of his Chelsea neighborhood by an offer that no eight-year-old boy could possibly resist. On May 20, 1872—three months after the Hayden incident—Maier was approached by an older, brown-haired boy, who—after striking up a conversation with Robert—asked if he would like to go to see Barnum’s circus.


When Maier eagerly agreed, the older boy led him toward Powder Horn Hill. On the way, they passed a pond, its surface clotted with scum. All of a sudden, the stranger grabbed Robert by the arm and tried to push him into the pond. Struggling wildy, the little boy managed to break free of the stranger’s grasp.


“Why’d you do that?” Robert cried.


In response, the big boy cuffed him on the side of the head, then dragged the stunned and sobbing victim to an isolated outhouse, where he stripped off Maier’s clothing, shoved a milk cork in his mouth, and tied him to a post with a length of clothesline. Laughing and jumping, he whipped the helpless boy with a stick. Then he pulled the cork from his mouth and forced him to say bad things—“prick,” “shit,” “kiss my ass.”


Hearing these profanities seemed to make the boy even more excited. He began to breathe very hard and fiddle with himself through his coveralls. After a few minutes he gave a great shuddering moan and leaned against the privy wall, eyes tightly closed, mouth agape.


He seemed to be calmer after that. Freeing Robert from his bonds, he told the terrified boy to put on his clothes. Then he let him go.


*  *  *


By the following morning, word of the most recent assault had spread throughout Chelsea. Over the next few weeks, hundreds of boys were questioned by the police. At some point, a rumor sprang up that the attacker was a young man with fiery red hair, pale skin, arched eyebrows, and a pointy chin adorned with a wispy, red beard. Parents began to warn their children to watch out for this red-haired stranger—never realizing that this Mephistophelean figure was a figment of communal fears: a description, not of the actual perpetrator, but of a devil.
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Fathers began to tell their boys to be careful of a man with red hair and beard, and mothers were anxious if their boys were out of sight for half-a-day.


—Boston Globe, September 21, 1872


It had been, for the seven-year-old boy, a fine summer day: his favorite pancake breakfast, followed by several intensely gratifying hours playing street games—shinny, old cat, kick-the-can—with his friends. Now, he was wending his way home. The weather was perfect—cloudless and balmy. In spite of the tempting dinner that awaited him—the roast joint of mutton with mashed potatoes and flour gravy that his mother fixed every weekend—he was in no particular hurry as he ambled along the empty streets on that sleepy afternoon, July 22, 1872.


Though there were shorter ways home, he chose the route that led past Polley’s Toy Shop on Park Street. Arrived at the store, he cupped his hands on either side of his eyes and put his face close to the display window. He knew its contents by heart—the tin soldiers, clockwork acrobats, cast-iron locomotives, wooden circus animals, repeating cap pistols, Crandall building blocks, kaleidoscopes, mechanical banks, and soap-bubble blowers.


But as he surveyed these treasures, his gaze fell on something he had never seen before—a miniature wooden castle, complete with moat, drawbridge, a crew of wooden pirates, and a working toy cannon that fired marble-sized balls. Directly beneath the battlement of the colorfully painted façade were the stenciled words: “Kaptain Kidd’s Kastle.” It was a plaything guaranteed to produce a covetous pang in the breast of any seven-year-old boy. But its price—two dollars—placed it completely beyond his reach.


Suddenly, he gave a start. Someone had tapped him roughly on the shoulder. He turned and squinted up at the person, whose face—backlit by the bright midday sun—was hard for him to see.


“What’s your name?” the stranger said gruffly.


“Johnny,” the boy replied. “Johnny Balch.”


“How’d you like to make two bits, Johnny?”


Ever since the spring, Johnny’s parents had warned him to beware of a bearded, redheaded stranger. But this person didn’t have red hair or a beard. He wasn’t even a grown-up man, but an older boy—maybe fifteen or sixteen.


“I guess I would,” said Johnny.


“Then come with me,” said the strange boy. “I will take you to the man.”


“What man?” Johnny asked.


“The one with the money. He wants you to do an errand—to carry a small bundle.”


Johnny hesitated—but only for a moment. Twenty-five cents wouldn’t buy him the toy castle that had just become his heart’s most avid desire. But it would purchase a plentiful supply of penny candy.


“Sure,” he said.


Without another word, the older boy turned and began to walk toward Powder Horn Hill, Johnny following a few paces behind.


There was a brickyard at the top of the hill. Leading the little boy toward an outhouse at the far end of the yard, the older boy came to a halt. Johnny looked around for the man they were supposed to meet—but there was no one else in sight.


Very suddenly, the older boy grabbed Johnny by the shirt collar, yanked him into the outhouse, and slammed the door shut.


“If you make a sound,” he growled to the startled boy, “I will kill you.”


A whimper rose in Johnny’s throat, but—with an effort that made his eyes tear—he swallowed it back.


Very quickly, the older boy tore off all of Johnny’s clothes. Then—in a series of swift, practiced movements—he drew a length of rope from his pants pocket, lashed together the little boy’s wrists, tossed the opposite end of the rope over an exposed roofbeam, and hauled Johhny into the air of the stinking little outbuilding.


“Now I will flog you!” cried the older boy, his voice quivering with a terrible excitement.


Pulling off his belt, he began to beat the dangling boy all over the body, beginning with his back, then his chest and belly, his thighs, his buttocks. He saved the child’s genitals for last. The torture lasted for nearly ten minutes.


All at once, the older boy let out a long, tremulous moan. His frenzy subsided. He stood in the murk of the outhouse, panting heavily, as though he had just run a great distance. Then he lowered the sobbing boy to the ground, undid the rope from his wrists, and hissed: “If you leave this place, I will come back and slit your throat.”


Coiling up the rope, he slipped it back into his pocket, threw open the outhouse door, and vanished.


For the next two hours, Johnny Balch—his body mottled with black-and-blue welts—lay naked on the floor of the outhouse. It wasn’t until nearly five o’clock that a passerby named Frank Kane heard his muffled cries and—after helping the half-conscious boy back into his clothes—carried him all the way to the City Marshal’s office. A physician was called, a statement taken, and an officer sent to notify Johnny’s parents, who—fearing that some terrible mishap had befallen their missing son—had begun their own frantic search of the neighborhood.


*  *  *


The story of the savage attack on little Johnny Balch was carried by newspapers throughout the area. Under the headline, “Unaccountable Depravity,” the Boston Evening Transfer of July 23, 1872, reported that “In the Common Council last night, Mr. Rogers of Ward 4, alluding to the diabolical outrage committed upon the Balch boy and to the nearly similar case of two or three months ago involving young Robert Meier, offered an order appropriating $500 as a reward for the arrest and conviction of the miscreant or miscreants. The order was unanimously adopted.”


The so-called “Boy Torturer” now had a bounty on his head. And there were plenty of people eager to collect it. Within the week, armed vigilance committees had formed throughout Chelsea.


As the Boston Globe reported in a July 28 story headlined “A Fiendish Boy”: “The public are considerably excited—and it is a good thing for the inhuman scamp that his identity is unknown just now.”
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My mother groaned! my father wept.


Into the dangerous world I leapt,


Helpless, naked, piping loud;


Like a fiend hid in a cloud.


—William Blake, “Infant Sorrow”


On the morning after the attack on the Balch boy, a woman named Ruth Ann Pomeroy sat at the kitchen table of the rundown little house she rented in Charlestown, reading about the incident in the local newspaper. When she looked up from the page, her face was deeply creased with concern.


The most generous of observers would have been hard-pressed to find anything complimentary to say about that face. The features—heavy jaw, jutting brow, narrow eyes, sullen mouth—had been exceptionally coarse even in her youth. Now, at the age of thirty-three, she could have easily passed for a man. A particularly dour and evil-tempered man.


Part of the harshness that suffused her face could have been traced to the tribulations of her life. She was a shrewd and industrious woman—but even so, she had always struggled bitterly to make ends meet. Now that she and her husband, Thomas, had split up, she would have to work even harder.


She had finally gotten rid of the drunken brute just a few days earlier. It happened after their younger son, Jesse, ran away from home again following a savage argument with the old man. Thomas had tracked the boy down, dragged him home, then—after ordering him upstairs—stripped off all his clothes and flogged him unmercifully with a belt. It was almost as bad as the beating he had given Jesse a few years earlier, when he had horsewhipped his son in the woodshed for playing truant.


When Ruth came home from her errands and saw her son’s back, she flew into a rage and—shrieking wildly at Thomas—went for him with a kitchen knife. Her husband had fled the house, cursing. Now she was on her own, the sole caretaker of her two young boys.


Not that Ruth herself hadn’t punished Jesse on occasion. From his earliest childhood, he had always been . . . difficult. It wasn’t that he was dim-witted. Quite the contrary. The boy had a solid head on his shoulders and always seemed to have his nose buried in a book. Still, he was constantly getting into trouble. She remembered the time, about six years back, when he was sent home from primary school for supposedly tormenting the younger children by sneaking up on them and making scary faces. And then there was that time, after they moved to Bunker Hill Street, when he’d made his teacher at the Winthrop Grammar School so angry by tossing a firecracker into a group of little boys gathered outside during recess.


And then, of course, there was the incident with the neighbor’s kitten.


For the most part, Ruth had dismissed these accusations as malicious lies. Even as a toddler, Jesse had always made an easy target for people because of his unfortunate appearance. He was a natural scapegoat, that was all.


Still, even she had to admit that he was a handful. She knew he sometimes stole small sums of money from her—money she could ill afford to spare. And he was always running away from home or playing hooky. And then there was the business with the canaries.


Ruth would have liked to brighten up their home with a songbird. But she didn’t feel easy about bringing pets into the house. Not since she had come home that afternoon a few years earlier and found the two canaries she had recently purchased on the bottom of their cage, their heads twisted completely off their bodies.


Still, she could not help feeling protective of Jesse. She was a ferociously loyal mother. And he was, after all, her baby boy.


Now, as she sat at her kitchen table, she thought about the article she had just read—about the third dreadful assault committed right across the river by the juvenile reprobate that the papers had started calling the “boy torturer.” She was worried about Jesse—and not because she was afraid that he might become another victim.


Not that she seriously believed he could be the culprit. Still . . . with Thomas gone and all of Chelsea in an uproar over the “boy torturer,” it might be a good time to move.


One week later, on August 2, 1872, she packed up her meager belongings and, with her two sons in tow, found a new place to live—a small frame house at 312 Broadway in South Boston.
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These repeated cruelties on these babyish victims created a tremendous excitement all over Chelsea and South Boston. . . . Of course, the parents were half crazed, and search was made by the most skilled detectives for the ghoul-like monster who seemed to be preying on human blood. The little victims were so terrified that they could hardly give an intelligible description of the vampire who had tortured them; and for this reason, the police had very poor clues upon which to work.


—Anonymous, The Life of Jesse H. Pomeroy, the Boy Fiend (1875)


On August 17, 1872, a child named George Pratt became the fifth known victim of the “boy torturer.” This time, however, the outrage did not take place in Chelsea. It happened in South Boston—not far from the neighborhood that Ruth Ann Pomeroy and her two young sons had moved into a few weeks earlier.


Shortly before ten on that sultry Saturday morning, the Pratt boy—a frail, pallid seven-year-old who had recently recovered from a bout of the German measles—was walking on the beach along South Boston bay, searching for any treasures that might have washed up onto the sand. All at once, he became aware that he was no longer alone—someone had come up beside him.


It was an older boy, who told George that he needed help with an errand and would reward him with the impressive sum of twenty-five cents. When George agreed, the stranger led him to an abandoned boathouse. Once inside, the older boy struck George a powerful blow on the side of the head, then—after forcing a filthy handkerchief into the stunned child’s mouth—stripped him naked and tightly bound his wrists and ankles with two pieces of cord.


“You have told three lies,” the older boy said cryptically, his voice trembling with a strange excitation. “And I am going to lick you three times.”


In spite of the stifling air inside the little building, the seven-year-old was shivering with terror. But his fear only seemed to make his attacker more aroused. In the dimness, George could not make out the older boy’s features. But he could hear him panting with excitement.


Very suddenly, the older boy tore off his leather belt and—dancing about in a kind of frenzy—began flogging George with the buckle. After a while, he started to kick the boy savagely—in the head, in the stomach, between the legs. He dug his dirt-caked fingernails into the boy’s upper body and raked deep, ragged furrows across his abdomen and chest. At one point, he bent his head to the seven-year-old’s face and—like a scavenger battening on fresh kill—bit a chunk of flesh from his cheek.


When the little boy began to lose consciousness, his tormentor slapped him awake. The child’s eyes fluttered open and—through his tears—he saw the big boy’s hand only inches away, holding something slender and shiny.


“Know what I’m going to do now?” the big boy said.


George made a high-pitched, imploring sound deep in his throat. The thing in the big boy’s hand was a long sewing needle.


“Little bastard,” the big boy hissed and jabbed George in the arm with the needle. The seven-year-old shrieked, but his cry was muffled by the gag.


The big boy jabbed George in the chest. Then in his wounded cheek. Then he pulled the writhing boy’s legs apart and thrust the needle into his groin.


George’s eyes were squeezed tight with the pain. The older boy started fumbling with George’s right eyelids, trying to pry them apart. Finally, he managed to expose the white of the eyeball. But the little boy’s face was so slippery—with tears, blood, and perspiration—that his tormentor’s fingers lost their purchase on his skin, and George was able to clamp his lids shut again. He twisted his head and pressed his face against the floor of the outhouse so that his tormentor couldn’t get at his eyes.


Suddenly he felt a sharp, tearing pain in the right cheek of his buttocks and realized that the other boy had bitten off another piece of his flesh.


*  *  *


The outrage committed against little George Pratt (who was discovered several hours after the attack by a local fisherman and immediately rushed to the City Marshal’s office) caused a panic among the parents of Boston and its environs. “The public began to lose patience with the upholders of law and order,” wrote one contemporary journalist. “There were many grumblings. People favored the creation of a vigilance committee in Boston. Mothers hardly allowed their children off their door-steps. An atmosphere of terrified suspense settled down over the neighborhoods.”


Assuming that only a child suffering from a severe mental deficiency could commit such dreadful crimes, the police rounded up “every half-witted boy in Greater Boston” (in the words of one newspaper story) and brought him in for questioning. But the actual perpetrator was far from “half-witted.” On the contrary, he had an unusually cunning mind. It was precisely this quality that made him so dangerous—that and the deeply malevolent passions which, at the age of twelve, already had possession of his soul.
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My prayer is,


“UTINAM DEUS AUX ILIRIAT BOSTONIAM.”


Oh that God would come to the rescue of Boston!


—Rev. Henry Morgan, Boston Turned Inside Out! (1880)


Three months had elapsed between the assault on Tracy Hayden and the attack on Robert Maier. Between the latter incident and the torture of Johnny Balch less than two months had gone by. And it was only three weeks later that the “boy torturer” brutalized George Pratt.


This kind of pattern is characteristic of sociopathic behavior. For example, a hiatus of several months separated the first two killings committed by Earle Leonard Nelson—the so-called “Gorilla Murderer” who strangled more than two dozen women during a cross-country spree in the mid-1920s. By contrast, his last two victims were killed within twenty-four hours of each other. The same was true of Ted Bundy, who began his unspeakable career by murdering four young women in the course of four months, and ended it by savagely attacking a quartet of coeds in the span of a few hours.


The “boy torturer” who terrorized Chelsea and South Boston in 1872 was not a serial killer—not yet, at any rate. But he was already a budding sexual psychopath with the sadistic drives (if not yet the physical capabilities) of a classic lust-murderer. Criminals of this ilk typically possess an appetite that (to paraphrase Hamlet) grows by what it feeds on, becoming more urgent—even frenzied—with each new atrocity. And this would prove to be the case with the Boston “boy torturer,” whose attacks on little children would grow increasingly frequent—and increasingly savage.


It was during his next attack—committed on Thursday, September 5, 1872—that the “boy torturer” first used a knife.


His victim was a six-year-old child named Harry Austin, who was taken to a spot beneath a railroad bridge in South Boston. There, his tormentor stripped off his clothes, beat him black-and-blue, then pulled out a pocket knife and stabbed the shrieking child under each arm and between the shoulder blades. Raising the bloody knife high in the air, the older boy capered about his victim, laughing and cursing.


Then, squatting on his haunches, he forced the Austin boy’s legs apart, took hold of his penis, and tried to cut it off.


*  *  *


The seventh attack occured less than one week later, on Wednesday, September 11. This time, the “boy torturer” lured a seven-year-old named Joseph Kennedy to a vacant boathouse near the salt marshes of South Boston bay. Once inside the building, he slammed his victim’s head against the wall, stripped him naked, and administered a ferocious beating, breaking the little’s boy’s nose and knocking out several of his teeth. Then, pulling out his pocketknife, he forced the seven-year-old to kneel and ordered him to recite a profane travesty of the Lord’s Prayer, in which obscenities were substituted for Scripture.


When young Joseph refused to commit this blasphemy, his tormentor slashed him on his face, his back, his thighs. Then he dragged the bleeding child down to the marsh and—laughing delightedly at the little boy’s suffering—doused his wounds with salt water.


*  *  *


Just six days later, on the afternoon of Tuesday, September 17, three railroad workers, walking along a remote stretch of the Hartford and Erie line in South Boston, found the limp and naked body of a five-year-old boy, lashed to a telegraph pole beside the tracks. The boy’s scalp had been slashed and his face was drenched in blood. He was carried to Police Station Six, where a physician was called. Eventually, the boy—whose name was Robert Gould—was able to give a coherent account of what had befallen him.


He had been playing near his house when a bigger boy approached and asked Robert if he wanted to go see some soldiers marching in a parade. Robert, who had never seen a parade before, eagerly agreed.


Leading Robert to the railroad line, the bigger boy had marched him along the tracks a considerable distance. Eventually, Robert began to grow tired and confused. He couldn’t see any soldiers. In fact, he couldn’t see anybody else at all; he seemed to be in the middle of nowhere. He was just about to ask his companion how much farther they had to go, when—with a startling cry—the big boy set upon Robert, stripping off all his clothes and tying him to a pole.


Pulling out two knives, one much larger than the other, the older boy had danced gleefully around the boy, spouting filthy words and slashing his victim on the head, under the eyes, and behind each ear. Then he had placed the blade of the bigger knife against Robert’s throat and said, “You will never see your mother and father anymore, you stinking little bastard, for I am going to kill you.”


Robert could feel the sharp edge of the blade pressing against his windpipe. All at once, however, his tormentor cursed, dropped his knife, and ran—evidently scared away by the approaching railroad workers, who came upon the bound and bleeding child just a few moments later.


That Robert Gould had become the eighth victim of the diabolical “boy torturer” seemed indisputable. Everything about the crime paralleled the previous outrages. There was, however, a single and very significant difference between this case and the others. Unlike all the preceding victims—who had been too terrorized, traumatized, or simply unobservant to recall any distinguishing features of the culprit—Robert had noticed a peculiar physical detail. Questioned by an officer named Bragdon, the five-year-old described his assailant as a “big bad boy with a funny eye.”


“Funny in what way?” Officer Bragdon asked gently.


Robert—who, like other children, loved to play marbles—explained that his attacker had an eye like a “milkie.”


“A milkie?” asked Bragdon.


A marble that was all white, the little boy explained, like the color of milk.


Robert Gould’s observation would prove to be a breakthrough. For the first time, the authorities possessed a critical clue to the identity of the bloodthirsty juvenile who had been terrorizing Boston for the better part of a year. By the following day, some newspapers were already referring to this shadowy figure by a new and unsettling nickname. He was no longer the “boy torturer. He was the “boy with the marble eye.”
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If thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of darkness.


—Matthew 6:23


The precise cause of Jesse Pomeroy’s disfigurement is hard to determine, since contemporary accounts differ. According to one source, he developed cataracts soon after his birth. Another states that he suffered from a severe childhood illness that left him with corneal scars. A third insists that his eye became ulcerated from a virulent facial infection. And several claim that a violent reaction to a smallpox vaccination left him half-blind.


All that can be said with certainty is that, from a very young age, his right pupil was covered with a pale, lustreless film, as though (in the words of one boyhood acquaintance) there was “a white lace curtain” pulled over it. It is also the case that this albino eye rarely failed to have a powerful effect on others. Many people (including, according to certain accounts, his own father) could barely look at it without a shudder. To others—primarily the bigger, crueler boys in the neighborhood—his “marble eye” made him an object of ridicule and contempt.


Of course, it was not only Jesse’s unsettling appearance that made him seem so peculiar to his peers. It was his eccentric behavior, too. Years later—after Jesse had achieved such notoriety that the newspapers never tired of running stories about his life and crimes—one of his former schoolmates would recall the days, shortly after the Pomeroy family moved to South Boston, when the neighborhood boys would gather to play. The schoolmate’s name was George Thompson, and his reminiscences appeared in a Boston Globe article headlined “Pomeroy’s Evil Eye.”


“He would never kick football with the other boys,” Thompson wrote. “When it came to ‘choosing up sides’ for a game of baseball, Jesse would never consent to be on either side—nor would he consent to umpire.” Instead he would sit on the grass “with his eyes cast down, sticking his knife into the sod, absently.”


He was equally indifferent to the other kinds of recreation available to young boys growing up around South Boston bay. “When it came to swimming and jumping off cross-trees of schooners and coal stagings into the bay,” Thompson went on, “Jesse wasn’t interested. He would sit on the wharf, or on the side of the schooner, legs dangling over, quiet and furtive. . . . Sometimes, we wouldn’t see him for days and days. Then, suddenly, he would slope onto our playground and get away by himself to resume his old occupation of sticking his knife into the greensward.”


The only time Jesse came alive “was when we played ‘Scouts and Indians.’ ” Of course, there was nothing unusual about that—all the boys loved to run around the neighborhood, engaging in raucous games of frontier make-believe. What distinguished Jesse from the others was his preference for villainous roles. While the rest of the boys pretended to be Western heroes, Jesse liked to imagine he was the infamous eighteenth-century renegade, Simon Girty, leading Shawnee Indians on the warpath against white settlers. What seemed especially appealing to him was all “the fun he’d have with the prisoners of war. The running of the gauntlet, and the different modes of putting captives to death”—skinning them alive, roasting them at the stake, slicing off bits of their flesh and making them eat their own bodies.


Not that the other boys were uninterested in bloodshed and gore (Thompson’s own personal favorite was Wild Bill Hickock “because he had killed thirty-nine men”). Still, all Jesse’s talk about Indian torture seemed slightly excessive, even by the violence-crazed standards of preadolescent boys. Even so, no one imagined that Jesse Pomeroy had any connection to the series of outrages that had churned all of Boston into “a sea of excitement.”


Thompson recalled one occasion in September 1872 when he and his chums were talking excitedly about the latest atrocity committed by the “boy torturer,” who had already assumed the status of a local bogeyman, a being of almost supernatural evil. Supposed sightings of this diabolical figure had grown so common that, according to Thompson, “the number of boys who had been chased and escaped by the enamel of their teeth at this time was legion.”


One of the boys in their group, a strapping fifteen-year-old named Ollie Whitman, claimed that, a few days earlier, he had fallen into the clutches of the fiend and managed to escape only because he had “fought like a tiger and run like a comet.” Listening to his tale, the other boys stared at him in awe. Jesse alone had a big smirk on his face.


Noticing this expression, Whitman took a threatening step toward Jesse. “What are you smilin’ about, you white-eyed freak,” he demanded.


Jesse flushed but said nothing. He was a big boy for his age but still puny compared to the hulking fifteen-year-old. When Whitman, his hands balled into fists, repeated his question, Jesse wordlessly slunk away, while the other boys hooted and shouted catcalls at his receding back.


For as long as Jesse could remember, people had made fun of his appearance—not just his pallid eye but his massive head, his heavy jaw, and the oversized mouth that seemed fixed in a permanent scowl. Even his own father had often muttered comments about Jesse’s looks, cursing his son as a “goddamn jack-o’-lantern.” That was one reason Jesse was glad the old bastard wasn’t around anymore. The beatings, of course, were another.


It was a funny thing. Though the floggings he had gotten from his father hurt worse than anything he had ever felt in his life, Jesse couldn’t stop thinking about them. He kept replaying them in his mind, almost as if he took some kind of pleasure from recollecting them. He often wondered if other boys were beaten in the same way. Sometimes, he got so absorbed in his daydreams—about the whippings and the Indian tortures and the look on the little boys’ faces when he showed them how it felt to be stripped naked and flogged without mercy—that he wasn’t even sure where he was. That happened frequently at school, particularly when the teacher, Mrs. Yeaton, started yapping about some boring subject like geography.
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