
 

Albert DeSalvo: A Psychopathological Profile of Animal 
Cruelty and the Escalation to Human Violence 
 

 

The Genesis of a Predator: Albert DeSalvo's Formative Years 

 

The violent trajectory of Albert Henry DeSalvo, the man who confessed to being the 
Boston Strangler, was not a sudden break from normalcy but rather the culmination of 
a life forged in a crucible of extreme and unrelenting trauma. His later crimes, 
characterized by a disturbing fusion of sexual deviance and lethal aggression, find 
their psychological roots in a childhood environment where violence was the norm, 
abuse was a daily reality, and human connection was supplanted by fear and betrayal. 
To understand the predator, one must first dissect the world that created him. 

 

A Childhood Forged in Violence 

 

Born on September 3, 1931, in Chelsea, Massachusetts, Albert DeSalvo was the third 
of six children born to Frank and Charlotte DeSalvo.1 His father, Frank, was a violent 
alcoholic whose brutality shaped the family's existence.1 The abuse DeSalvo endured 
and witnessed was not merely physical; it was a comprehensive assault on his 
psychological and emotional development, systematically dismantling any chance of 
forming healthy attachments or a stable moral compass. 

The physical violence was relentless. DeSalvo recounted how he and his brother were 
forced to stand before their father each night to be beaten with a belt that had a 
large, heavy buckle.3 On another occasion, he remembered his father striking him 
across the back with a pipe for not moving quickly enough.2 This consistent, punitive 
violence established a clear power dynamic where pain and fear were primary tools of 
control. 



Even more psychologically damaging was the extreme spousal abuse DeSalvo 
witnessed. In a memory that would become a cornerstone of his psychological history, 
he recalled being about seven years old when his father, in a fit of rage, knocked out 
his mother's teeth and then, as she lay unconscious, systematically broke each of her 
fingers.3 Witnessing such a horrific and calculated act of violence against his primary 
female caregiver would have had a profound impact, normalizing the concept of 
extreme violence against women as a response to conflict and a method of asserting 
dominance. 

Frank DeSalvo's depravity extended into the sexual realm, further poisoning the family 
environment. He would frequently bring prostitutes home and engage in sexual acts 
with them in full view of his wife and children.1 This behavior inextricably linked 
sexuality with power, public humiliation, and the degradation of women in Albert's 
developing mind. It was a clinical lesson that sex was not an act of intimacy but a tool 
of dominance and debasement. This early conditioning provides a direct 
psychological blueprint for his later crimes, which were not simply murders but sexual 
homicides where the ritual of killing was itself a form of perverse sexual expression. 

The sense of betrayal was made absolute when Frank DeSalvo sold Albert and two of 
his sisters to a farmer in Maine for $9, an act of objectification from which their 
mother had to rescue them six months later.3 This experience would have cemented a 
deep-seated feeling of worthlessness and reinforced the idea that human beings, 
including himself, were disposable commodities. Compounding this paternal abuse 
was a profound sense of maternal and familial rejection; DeSalvo later told a 
correspondent that his own mother and sister frequently told him they wished he were 
dead.3 This created a home environment so devoid of safety and trust that DeSalvo 
found solace only with animals, stating that as a boy, he "slept with a dog because a 
dog wouldn't bite him".3 This poignant admission reveals a complete breakdown of 
human attachment and a foundational belief that people were inherently dangerous. 

 

The Path of Early Delinquency 

 

The violence and criminality that saturated DeSalvo's home life inevitably spilled over 
into his own behavior. His criminal career began at the age of six with shoplifting, a 
minor transgression that quickly escalated.2 By 1943, at the age of 12, he was arrested 
for the more serious crimes of battery and robbery, resulting in his first period of 
institutionalization at the Lyman School for Boys.1 After being paroled, he was 



returned to the reform school in August 1946 for auto theft.1 This early and repeating 
pattern of delinquency established a clear trajectory of escalating antisocial behavior 
and demonstrated the failure of juvenile interventions to alter his course. 

DeSalvo's subsequent military service presented a paradox. He joined the U.S. Army, 
served in post-war Germany, and even became a middleweight boxing champion 
among the troops in Europe.1 He was honorably discharged after his first tour and 
later re-enlisted, eventually serving as a Military Police sergeant.1 However, this veneer 
of discipline was thin; despite receiving two honorable discharges, he was also 
court-martialed for an unspecified offense during his service.1 This suggests that even 
the highly structured and disciplined environment of the military could not fully 
contain his underlying psychopathology. 

Upon returning to civilian life, DeSalvo appeared to some as a "conscientious family 
man".2 He had married a German woman, Irmgard Beck, and they had two children.2 
He was reportedly liked by his colleagues and boss.2 This apparent normalcy was not 
a contradiction of his violent nature but a classic manifestation of what is often 
termed a "mask of sanity," a characteristic feature of psychopathic or severe 
antisocial personality disorders. This ability to maintain a functional public facade 
allowed him to operate without suspicion while his private behavior grew increasingly 
deviant and violent. It explains how he could simultaneously be a seemingly ordinary 
family man and a prolific sexual predator. 

This predatory side manifested in a series of escalating sex crimes that served as 
clear precursors to the Strangler murders. In the late 1950s, he became known as the 
"Measuring Man." Posing as a scout for a modeling agency, he would talk his way into 
young women's apartments, take out a tape measure, and crudely fondle them under 
the guise of taking their measurements.4 This crime wave ended with his arrest and a 
nearly year-long prison sentence.4 Upon his release, his crimes escalated dramatically 
in both frequency and violence. For nearly two years, he broke into hundreds of 
apartments across New England, wearing green handyman clothes, which earned him 
the moniker "The Green Man".4 During these break-ins, he would tie up the female 
occupants and sexually assault them.4 These acts were not distinct from the later 
murders but were crucial developmental stages. They show his evolving methodology 
for gaining access to victims, his paraphilic need for power and control through 
bondage, and his progression from non-violent deception to violent sexual assault, 
setting the stage for the final escalation to homicide. 

 



Date/Period Event Psychological/Criminological 
Significance 

1931-1940s Extreme Childhood Abuse Witnessed and experienced 
severe physical, 
psychological, and sexualized 
violence from his alcoholic 
father. This normalized 
violence against women and 
linked sexuality with 
degradation and power.1 

c. 1937 Begins Shoplifting Early onset of antisocial 
behavior at age 6, a common 
marker for later, more serious 
delinquency.2 

Youth Animal Cruelty Trapped cats and dogs in 
boxes and shot them with 
arrows. A critical "rehearsal" 
phase for violence, 
demonstrating a desire for 
power and control over 
helpless victims.6 

1943 Arrest for Battery & Robbery At age 12, sent to Lyman 
School for Boys. Escalation 
from petty crime to violent 
offenses against persons.1 

1946 Arrest for Auto Theft Returned to Lyman School. 
Demonstrates a pattern of 
recidivism and failure of early 
correctional interventions.1 

Late 1940s - Mid 1950s U.S. Army Service Served as an MP and was a 
boxing champion, but was 
also court-martialed. 
Showcases his ability to 
function within a structured 
system while still exhibiting 
underlying behavioral 
problems.1 

Late 1950s "The Measuring Man" Crimes Posed as a modeling scout to 



fondle women. A non-violent 
rehearsal of deception to gain 
access to victims and an 
expression of a developing 
paraphilia.4 

1960-1961 Imprisonment Served nearly a year in prison 
for the "Measuring Man" 
offenses.4 

1961-1962 "The Green Man" Crimes Escalated to breaking into 
hundreds of apartments, tying 
up and sexually assaulting 
women. A significant increase 
in violence, incorporating 
bondage and direct sexual 
assault.4 

June 1962 - Jan 1964 "The Boston Strangler" 
Murders 

Escalated to sexual homicide, 
killing 13 women. The ultimate 
fusion of his paraphilic need 
for sexualized power and 
lethal violence.1 

Oct 1964 Arrest Arrested for the "Green Man" 
rapes after a victim survived 
and identified him.9 

1965 Confession Confessed to being the 
Boston Strangler to fellow 
inmate George Nassar and 
attorney F. Lee Bailey.4 

1967 Conviction and Sentencing Convicted of the "Green Man" 
rapes and sentenced to life in 
prison. Never tried for the 
Strangler murders.1 

Feb 1967 Escape from Hospital Escaped from Bridgewater 
State Hospital, causing a 
massive manhunt before 
surrendering.1 

Nov 1973 Death Stabbed to death by a fellow 
inmate in Walpole State 



Prison.1 

July 2013 Posthumous DNA Match DNA evidence definitively 
linked DeSalvo to the rape 
and murder of the final 
Strangler victim, Mary 
Sullivan.12 

 

The First Rehearsals for Murder: DeSalvo's Animal Cruelty 

 

Long before Albert DeSalvo directed his violence toward human victims, he engaged 
in brutal acts of animal cruelty. This behavior was not the random mischief of a 
troubled youth but a critical and highly predictive phase of psychological 
development. It served as a "rehearsal" for the power dynamics and lethal violence 
that would later define his identity as a serial predator. His actions fit a 
well-documented criminological pattern, placing him squarely among a cohort of 
violent offenders whose homicidal careers were foreshadowed by the torture of 
animals. 

 

Documented Acts of Animal Torture 

 

Multiple, consistent sources from criminological reports and animal welfare 
organizations confirm that DeSalvo's animal abuse followed a specific and disturbing 
methodology. During his youth, he would steal or trap neighborhood 
pets—specifically cats and dogs—and confine them in orange crates or other boxes.6 
Once the animals were trapped and helpless, he would shoot arrows through the 
boxes, injuring and killing them.6 

The choice of victims is significant. By targeting companion animals, DeSalvo was not 
merely acting out against wildlife but was violating the human-animal bond, a 
symbolic act of aggression against a creature associated with trust and domesticity.7 
The methodology itself is psychologically revealing. The act of trapping the animal in a 
box served to depersonalize the victim, turning a living, struggling creature into an 
objectified target. This process of confinement and objectification mirrors the 



methods he would later use on his human victims, whom he tied up and controlled 
before assaulting and killing them. 

Furthermore, the use of a projectile weapon—a bow and arrow—suggests a need for 
psychological distance at this early stage of his violent development. Unlike the 
intimate, hands-on methods of torture practiced by killers like Jeffrey Dahmer (who 
impaled animals) or Edmund Kemper (who dismembered them), DeSalvo's method 
allowed him to inflict death from a remove.6 He could exercise ultimate power and 
control without the tactile, sensory immediacy of direct physical contact. This may 
represent a crucial intermediate step in his psychological progression. He was 
rehearsing the act of killing and becoming desensitized to the suffering of a living 
being, but he had not yet crossed the threshold into the intimate, hands-on violence 
that would characterize his later strangulations. This suggests a "graduation" not only 
from animal to human victims but also from detached, projectile-based killing to the 
profoundly personal violence of strangulation. The animal cruelty was a necessary 
psychological exercise that allowed him to become a killer, but he had yet to integrate 
the close-quarters, sexualized component that would define his murders. 

 

Animal Cruelty as a Predictive Behavioral Marker 

 

DeSalvo's history of animal torture is a textbook example of a behavioral pattern that 
criminologists and law enforcement agencies, including the FBI, recognize as a 
powerful predictor of future violence against humans.16 This link is so well-established 
that a history of animal cruelty is considered one of the key diagnostic criteria for 
conduct disorders in the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) and is often cited as part 
of the "homicidal triad"—a cluster of juvenile behaviors (along with arson and 
enuresis) associated with later violent offending.18 

Numerous studies and law enforcement analyses place DeSalvo's behavior firmly 
within this recognized pattern. He is frequently listed alongside other infamous serial 
killers—such as Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer, and David "Son of Sam" Berkowitz—as an 
individual whose violent career began with the torture of animals.6 The FBI began 
formally recognizing this connection in the 1970s after analyses of serial killers' life 
histories revealed that most had tortured or killed animals as children.18 Research has 
consistently shown that violent offenders are far more likely to have abused animals as 



children than non-violent criminals.21 A study by Northeastern University and the 
Massachusetts SPCA found that individuals who abuse animals are five times more 
likely to commit violent crimes against humans.21 

In DeSalvo's case, the animal cruelty was more than just a symptom of a disturbed 
mind; it was a functional rehearsal. The act of trapping a helpless animal in a box and 
killing it provided a low-risk opportunity to practice and become comfortable with the 
emotional state of absolute dominance over a living being. The animal was a 
surrogate, a stand-in for the human victims to come. This process desensitized him to 
the act of overpowering a helpless victim and allowed him to hone the psychological 
mechanisms of control and violence that he would later perfect as the "Green Man" 
and, ultimately, as a murderer. 

 

The Architecture of a Fractured Mind: A Psychopathological 
Analysis 

 

Albert DeSalvo's psychological profile is a complex tapestry of genuine 
psychopathology, legal maneuvering, and a pathological hunger for notoriety. While 
he was undeniably a dangerous and mentally ill individual, the public persona of "The 
Boston Strangler" appears to have been a construct layered upon a core of authentic 
predatory violence. The psychiatric and legal battles surrounding his case highlight 
the limitations of 1960s forensic psychology and reveal a man whose motivations were 
as tangled as the ligatures he left on his victims. 

 

Clinical Diagnoses and Psychiatric Testimony 

 

During his 1967 trial for the "Green Man" rapes, DeSalvo's mental state became a 
central point of contention. His defense, led by the flamboyant attorney F. Lee Bailey, 
pursued a "not guilty by reason of insanity" strategy.1 To support this, a defense 
psychiatrist testified that DeSalvo was suffering from "schizophrenia of the paranoid 
type".3 The defense experts argued that DeSalvo acted under impulses he could not 
control, thus lacking the substantial capacity to conform his conduct to the law.24 



However, this diagnosis was sharply contested by the Commonwealth's experts. Three 
psychiatrists testifying for the prosecution agreed that DeSalvo was mentally ill and 
dangerous, with one earlier diagnosis labeling him as having a "sociopathic 
personality".3 Despite this, they maintained that he possessed the substantial 
capacity to control his conduct and was therefore legally sane at the time of the 
offenses.24 The jury ultimately sided with the prosecution, finding DeSalvo guilty and 
sentencing him to life in prison, a verdict that angered Bailey, who had hoped his 
client would be committed to a hospital for scientific study.1 

This clash of expert opinions serves as a powerful illustration of how the legal and 
psychiatric systems of the era struggled to comprehend an offender like DeSalvo. The 
debate between "schizophrenia" and "sociopathy," and the focus on the binary legal 
test of "sane" versus "insane," failed to capture the nuanced psychological mechanics 
of a serial sexual predator. Modern forensic psychology offers more specific 
classifications, such as psychopathy and paraphilic disorders, which better describe 
DeSalvo's behavior. The 1960s system could essentially only ask, "Is he mad or is he 
bad?" A modern approach would ask, "What are the specific psychological 
mechanisms, motivations, and behavioral patterns driving his violence?" The DeSalvo 
case thus stands as a historical marker, highlighting the inadequacy of the former 
question and the critical necessity of the latter. 

 

Deconstructing the Confession: Psychopathy and Pathological Notoriety 

 

While DeSalvo's confession cemented his place in criminal history, a significant body 
of evidence suggests it was, at least in part, a fabrication driven by a pathological 
need for fame. Dr. Ames Robey, a former prison psychiatrist who evaluated DeSalvo, 
famously insisted that he was not the Strangler but rather "a very clever, very smooth 
compulsive confessor who desperately needs to be recognized".1 This assessment is 
echoed by author Susan Kelly, who, after extensive research, described DeSalvo as a 
"pathological liar whose hunger for celebrity drove him to false confessions".25 This 
craving for notoriety, a known trait in some psychopathic individuals, appears to be a 
key psychological driver in his decision to claim responsibility for all thirteen murders. 

The unreliability of his confession is borne out by numerous inconsistencies. In his 
taped statements, DeSalvo was unable to provide correct details about many of the 
crimes, getting facts about crime scenes, causes of death, and even times of death 
wrong.5 For instance, he claimed to have raped the final victim, Mary Sullivan, but the 



initial autopsy found no evidence of it.5 This has led to speculation that he was 
coached by his cellmate, the convicted killer George Nassar, or that he simply 
absorbed details from the extensive and often graphic media coverage of the 
murders, which he then regurgitated to authorities.28 

Modern criminological profiling offers a more coherent explanation for this behavior 
than the 1960s diagnoses. Forensic psychiatrist Octavio Choi argues that DeSalvo's 
methodical planning and his ability to con his way into women's homes are 
inconsistent with the social impairment typical of schizophrenia but are hallmarks of 
psychopathy.3 Psychopaths are often rational thinkers, and DeSalvo's IQ of 93 was well 
within the normal range.3 Former FBI profiler John E. Douglas classified DeSalvo as a 
"power-assurance" motivated rapist—a type of offender who is gratified by the 
victim's submission but is not typically sadistic enough to kill in the brutal manner of 
the Strangler murders. Douglas noted, however, that this personality type is 
particularly prone to taking credit for crimes they did not commit to inflate their sense 
of power and importance.9 This aligns perfectly with DeSalvo's known history as an 
outrageous braggart.2 

The most nuanced understanding of DeSalvo is likely that of a "hybrid" offender. The 
2013 DNA evidence proves he was a murderer, and his history as the "Green Man" 
proves he was a serial rapist. He was, therefore, a genuinely dangerous sexual 
predator. However, he was also likely a pathological confabulator who 
opportunistically adopted the more sensational "Boston Strangler" persona to achieve 
the ultimate notoriety he craved. His confession was likely a complex blend of facts 
from crimes he did commit (like the Sullivan murder), details gleaned from the media 
about crimes he didn't commit, and pure, self-aggrandizing fabrication. He was not an 
innocent man falsely confessing, nor was he necessarily the sole killer of all thirteen 
women. He was a real killer who inflated his criminal "résumé" to create a legend that 
was part truth, part lie. 

 
Assessment/Diagnosi
s 

Source/Proponent Core Rationale Modern 
Interpretation/Critiqu
e 

Paranoid 
Schizophrenia 

Defense Psychiatrist 
(1967 Trial) 

Part of a legal 
strategy to argue 
insanity. Claimed 
DeSalvo acted on 
uncontrollable 

Considered highly 
unlikely by modern 
profilers. DeSalvo's 
methodical planning, 
deception, and social 



impulses.3 manipulation are 
contrary to the 
typical presentation 
of schizophrenia.3 

Sociopathic 
Personality 

Early Diagnosis / 
Commonwealth 
Experts 

Acknowledged 
mental illness and 
dangerousness but 
maintained he was 
legally sane and 
could control his 
conduct.3 

"Sociopathy" was 
often used 
interchangeably with 
"psychopathy." This 
diagnosis aligns with 
his lack of empathy 
and antisocial 
behavior but lacks 
the specificity of 
modern 
assessments.3 

Compulsive 
Confessor / 
Pathological Liar 

Dr. Ames Robey / 
Susan Kelly 

Argued DeSalvo was 
not the Strangler but 
confessed due to a 
desperate need for 
recognition and 
celebrity.9 

This theory explains 
the many 
inconsistencies in his 
confession but was 
complicated by the 
2013 DNA match. It is 
now understood as a 
key part of his 
personality, 
coexisting with his 
actual violence. 

Power-Assurance 
Motivated Rapist 

John E. Douglas (FBI 
Profiler) 

Identified DeSalvo's 
pattern as that of a 
rapist who seeks 
power through 
submission, not 
sadistic violence. 
Noted this type is 
prone to false 
confessions to inflate 
their importance.9 

This profile 
accurately fits his 
"Green Man" crimes 
and his tendency to 
brag and confess. It 
provides a strong 
psychological 
framework for 
understanding him as 
a "hybrid" offender. 

Sexual Sadist / 
Paraphilic Offender 

Modern 
Psychological 
Analysis 

His crimes, 
particularly the 
Strangler murders, 
show a clear fusion 
of sex and 

This is the most 
accurate description 
of the violence in the 
murders he did 
commit. Killing alone 



aggression where 
violence and killing 
are eroticized. The 
ritualistic elements 
(bows, posing) 
indicate a 
paraphilia.30 

was not sufficient; it 
required a 
psychosexual 
signature for 
gratification. 

 

The Fusion of Sex and Aggression 

 

Underlying all of DeSalvo's criminal behavior is a profound and pathological fusion of 
sexual arousal with aggression, control, and non-consensual acts. His entire criminal 
career can be viewed as a developmental progression of this paraphilia. The 
"Measuring Man" phase was an early, less violent expression of this disorder. The 
gratification was not derived from violence but from the non-consensual act of 
deception, entry, and fondling—a clear paraphilic rehearsal.4 

The "Green Man" crimes represent a significant escalation, where the paraphilia now 
required direct physical control (bondage) and violent sexual assault. Finally, the 
Boston Strangler murders mark the apex of this pathology, where the act of killing 
itself became an integral part of the sexual script. This is the hallmark of sexual 
sadism, a paraphilia in which an individual derives sexual excitement from the physical 
or psychological suffering of another person.30 

The ritualistic signatures left at the crime scenes—such as tying ligatures in a 
distinctive bow or posing the bodies in sexually degrading positions—are powerful 
indicators that the murders were psychosexually motivated.4 The murder of Helen 
Blake, which included genital lacerations, and the murder of Mary Sullivan, which 
involved a broom handle being lodged in her vagina, are explicit examples of sadistic 
violence intended to humiliate and defile the victim beyond the act of killing itself.2 For 
DeSalvo, killing was not enough to achieve full psychosexual gratification; the act had 
to be embellished with these brutal, symbolic flourishes. 

 

Escalation to Homicide: The Boston Strangler 

 



The series of murders attributed to the Boston Strangler plunged a major American 
city into a state of panic and marked a turning point in the public consciousness 
regarding serial crime. While Albert DeSalvo's role was debated for decades, his 
confession and the eventual forensic evidence cemented his legacy as a killer, 
providing a grim conclusion to his developmental trajectory from animal abuser to 
sexual homicide offender. 

 

The Reign of Terror: Case Summary and Social Impact 

 

Between June 1962 and January 1964, a wave of terror swept through the Boston 
metropolitan area as thirteen women, ranging in age from 19 to 85, were murdered in 
their homes.1 The crimes were initially attributed by the media to a "Phantom Fiend" or 
"Mad Strangler," but the name that stuck was coined by 

Record American reporters Jean Cole and Loretta McLaughlin: "The Boston 
Strangler".9 

The killer's modus operandi was terrifyingly consistent in its intimacy. Most victims 
were sexually assaulted and then strangled, often with an article of their own 
clothing—a nylon stocking, a scarf, the cord of a housecoat—which was then tied in a 
distinctive, decorative bow.4 There were rarely signs of forced entry, leading police to 
believe the killer was a smooth talker, able to deceive his victims into letting him inside 
their homes.9 

The social impact was profound and immediate. Women across the greater Boston 
area, particularly those living alone, lived in a state of "virtual terror".11 Sales of locks, 
door chains, and tear gas guns skyrocketed.32 The relentless and sensationalist media 
coverage fueled the public panic, creating immense pressure on law enforcement to 
solve the case.11 The pressure became so intense that Massachusetts Attorney 
General Edward Brooke took the unusual step of personally taking charge of the 
investigation, forming a multi-jurisdictional "Strangler Bureau" to coordinate the 
efforts of police departments from several cities and counties.11 The case became a 
national obsession, marking one of the first times a serial killer captured the sustained 
attention of the entire country, ushering in a new and dark chapter of American crime 
history.11 

 



The Unraveling and Final Confirmation 

 

Albert DeSalvo was never formally charged with or tried for any of the thirteen 
Strangler murders.4 His legal reckoning came in 1967, when he was convicted for his 
earlier crime spree as the "Green Man" and sentenced to life in prison.1 In February 
1967, he sent one last wave of panic through Massachusetts when he and two other 
inmates escaped from Bridgewater State Hospital, triggering a massive manhunt. He 
was recaptured within days after contacting his lawyer to turn himself in.1 Transferred 
to the maximum-security prison at Walpole, DeSalvo later recanted his Strangler 
confessions, further muddying the waters.1 His life ended on November 25, 1973, when 
he was stabbed to death by a fellow inmate; his murder remains officially unsolved.1 

For nearly half a century after his death, a fierce debate raged among investigators, 
authors, and the public. Was DeSalvo the Strangler, or was he merely a pathological 
liar who took credit for another's crimes? Many credible experts, including former FBI 
profilers and law enforcement officials involved in the case, believed the murders were 
the work of multiple killers, citing the wide variation in victim age and the inconsistent 
modi operandi across the crime scenes.9 

The controversy was largely resolved in July 2013 by a breakthrough in forensic 
science. Using funding from the National Institute of Justice's (NIJ) cold case 
program, investigators employed a sophisticated DNA testing technique focusing on 
the Y-chromosome (Y-STR).12 They were able to obtain a sample of seminal fluid that 
had been preserved from a blanket at the crime scene of the final victim, 19-year-old 
Mary Sullivan. This sample was tested against the DNA of one of DeSalvo's nephews, 
yielding a familial match that implicated DeSalvo and excluded over 99.9% of the male 
population.9 

To achieve absolute certainty, authorities took the final step of exhuming Albert 
DeSalvo's body.1 DNA was extracted from a femur and teeth, and a direct comparison 
was made to the 1964 crime scene evidence. The result was a perfect match.12 
Forensic specialists calculated the odds that a white male other than DeSalvo was the 
source of the DNA at one in 220 billion.13 After 49 years of doubt and speculation, 
there was irrefutable proof: Albert DeSalvo had raped and murdered Mary Sullivan. 

This DNA match served as a crucial narrative anchor for the entire case. Before 2013, 
it was plausible to argue that DeSalvo was nothing more than a disturbed 
confabulator. After 2013, he was proven to be a sexual homicide offender who used 
the specific modus operandi of the Boston Strangler. This fact fundamentally 



re-calibrated his entire story. While his confession to all thirteen murders remains 
filled with questionable claims and likely exaggerations, it is now anchored to a brutal 
and proven reality. The DNA evidence validated the core of his violent potential and 
solidified his case as a definitive, if complex, example of the lethal escalation from 
sexual predation to murder. 

 

Conclusion: A Case Study in the Cycle of Violence 

 

The life and crimes of Albert DeSalvo present a chilling and deeply instructive case 
study in the developmental trajectory of a violent predator. His story is not one of an 
ordinary man who suddenly snapped, but rather a tragic yet predictable narrative of 
how a childhood steeped in severe trauma and abuse can lay the psychological 
groundwork for unimaginable violence. The evidence strongly suggests that DeSalvo's 
evolution from a brutalized child to a notorious killer followed a clear, observable path, 
with his documented history of animal cruelty serving as a critical and unambiguous 
signpost of the horrors to come. 

DeSalvo's formative years were a clinical lesson in the mechanics of violence. He 
learned from his father that aggression was a tool for control, that women could be 
degraded and brutalized without consequence, and that sexuality could be 
weaponized for humiliation and power. This foundation of normalized violence, 
combined with profound familial rejection, created a personality devoid of empathy 
and incapable of healthy human attachment. His early delinquency and escalating sex 
crimes as the "Measuring Man" and "Green Man" were not aberrations but logical 
extensions of this psychological damage, each phase a rehearsal for a more extreme 
expression of his paraphilic need for power. 

Crucially, his acts of animal torture—trapping cats and dogs in boxes and shooting 
them with arrows—stand as the first rehearsals for murder. This behavior, a hallmark 
of many serial killers, allowed him to practice the act of killing, to become desensitized 
to suffering, and to experience the feeling of absolute dominance over a helpless 
living creature. It was a bridge between the violence he had witnessed and the 
violence he would eventually perpetrate. 

His later confession to being the Boston Strangler reveals the complex architecture of 
his fractured mind. While the 2013 DNA evidence irrefutably proves he was a sexual 
homicide offender, his confession was also clearly the product of a psychopathic 



personality and a pathological need for notoriety. He was a "hybrid" offender: a 
genuine killer who magnified his own horrific deeds by claiming responsibility for a 
larger, more sensational series of crimes, thereby creating a legend that was a tangled 
mixture of fact and fiction. 

Ultimately, the case of Albert DeSalvo serves as a quintessential, if tragic, illustration 
of the well-documented criminological link between animal abuse and human 
violence. It underscores the critical importance of recognizing and intervening in 
cases of childhood trauma and animal cruelty, not merely for the sake of the animal 
victims, but because such acts are often the precursors to violence against people. 
For decades, the debate over his guilt obscured the clearer lesson of his life: that the 
path to becoming a monster is often paved with the suffering of the most vulnerable, 
beginning with animals and ending with human beings. His story remains a vital and 
cautionary tale in the study of serial homicide, forensic science, and the devastating, 
multigenerational impact of the cycle of violence. 
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