
Carl Panzram Henry Lesser 1

Carl Panzram Henry Lesser

Carl Panzram Henry
Lesser

Downloaded from
www.everybodystreet.com

by Harper & Friedman

THE UNLIKELY BOND: CARL
PANZRAM AND HENRY LESSER

Few stories  in  the annals  of  American
crime are as chilling—and as strangely
redemptive—as that of Carl Panzram, a
man who confessed to over 20 murders
and  countless  other  violent  acts.  Yet
even within  this  bleak narrative  lies  a
remarkable  human  connection.  The
name  Carl  Panzram  Henry  Lesser
represents more than two individuals; it
symbolizes  an  improbable  friendship
forged  in  the  darkest  corridors  of  the
U.S. prison system. This article explores
the life of one of history’s most brutal
serial killers and the prison guard who
saw  past  the  monster  to  the  man,
offering a  compelling lesson in  empathy
and human complexity.

The Early Life of
Carl Panzram
Carl Panzram was born on June 28, 1891,
in East Grand Forks,  Minnesota,  into a
family  of  German  immigrants.  His
childhood  was  marked  by  extreme
poverty,  abuse,  and  a  deep  sense  of
alienation. From an early age, Panzram
exhibited antisocial behaviour, which he
later attributed to the harsh treatment
he  received  at  home  and  in  reform
schools. By the time he was a teenager,
he had already begun a life of crime that
would  escalate  into  unimaginable

violence.
Reform schools  and  juvenile  detention
centres of the early 20th century were
notoriously  punitive.  Panzram  endured
beatings,  sexual  abuse,  and  isolation,
conditions that  he claimed turned him
into a "human animal" with no regard for
life. After escaping from a reform school,
he  joined  the  U.S.  Army  but  soon
deserted,  beginning  a  decade-long
rampage of  burglary,  arson,  rape,  and
murder  across  the  United  States  and
abroad. His crimes included the murder
of  a  man in  Angola,  the  killing  of  six
sailors  in  New  York,  and  the  brutal
slaying of a 12-year-old boy.

A Spiral of
Violence
Panzram’s  criminal  career  was  not
simply opportunistic; it was driven by a
profound hatred for humanity. He later
wrote  that  he  felt  "no  conscience,  no
s o r r o w ,  n o  s y m p a t h y . "  H i s
autobiography, written while in prison, is
a stark, unflinching account of his deeds,
devoid of remorse. He claimed to have
killed one man simply because he was
bored.  His  preferred  methods  included
s t r a n g u l a t i o n ,  s h o o t i n g ,  a n d
bludgeoning,  and  he  often  targeted
strangers,  making  detection  difficult.
By  the  1920s,  Panzram  had  been
arrested  multiple  times.  He  served
sentences  in  various  prisons,  including
Leavenworth,  where  his  v io lent
behaviour  led  to  frequent  solitary

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Carl Panzram Henry Lesser 2025-07-14

confinement.  It  was during one of  these
confinements  that  his  path crossed with
Henry Lesser.

Incarceration
and Discovery
In 1928, Carl Panzram was sentenced to
25  years  in  Leavenworth  Federal
Penitentiary  for  burglary.  Prison  officials
considered  him  incorrigible.  He  had
assaulted  guards,  attempted  escapes,
and showed no signs of rehabilitation. He
was  placed  in  solitary  confinement  for
extended  periods,  where  he  often
refused to eat and spent his days in a
state of simmering rage.
Henry Lesser was a young prison guard
at  Leavenworth,  not  much  older  than
Panzram himself. Lesser was unusual in
his approach to the inmates—he treated
them  with  a  measure  of  respect  and
dignity.  When  he  first  encountered
Panzram,  he was struck by the man’s
intelligence  and  articulate  nature,
hidden  beneath  a  veneer  of  hostility.
Lesser began leaving small gifts of food
and cigarettes  for  Panzram,  a  gesture
that initially met with suspicion. But over
time, Panzram responded. This was the
beginning  of  the  extraordinary
relationship  known  today  as  Carl
Panzram  Henry  Lesser.

The Unlikely
Alliance: Carl
Panzram and

Henry Lesser
The  bond  between  Carl  Panzram  and
Henry  Lesser  defied  all  conventions  of
the prison hierarchy. Here was a guard,
an  agent  of  the  state,  forming  a
friendship with a condemned serial killer.
Lesser  did  not  condone  Panzram’s
crimes, but he saw a human being who
had been severely damaged by life. He
listened to Panzram’s stories, his tirades
against society, and his dark humour.
Panzram  was  initially  dismissive,  but
Lesser’s persistence and kindness slowly
won him over. They began to have long
conversations  through  the  bars  of  his
cell.  Panzram began to write letters to
Lesser, detailing his life, his crimes, and
his philosophy. These letters would later
become  the  basis  for  Panzram’s
autobiography,  Killer:  A  Journal  of
Murder.  Lesser encouraged Panzram to
write, sensing that the man needed an
outlet  for  his  thoughts—and  perhaps
hoping for some form of confession or
catharsis.

Letters from
Death Row
In 1929, Panzram was transferred to the
Un i ted  S ta tes  Pen i ten t i a ry  i n
Washington, D.C., where he was put on
trial for the murder of a prison guard at
Leavenworth.  He  was  convicted  and
sentenced  to  death  by  hanging.
Throughout the appeals process and his
final  days,  Panzram  and  Lesser
continued  their  correspondence.  The
letters  are  remarkable  for  their  raw
honesty. Panzram never once asked for
forgiveness or  mercy.  He accepted his
fate, even welcoming it, because he saw
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death  as  the  only  release  from  his
torment.
In  one  of  his  final  letters  to  Lesser,
Panzram  wrote:  "I  have  no  desire  to
reform  myself.  My  only  desire  is  to
reform people who try to reform me. And
I  believe  that  the  only  way  to  reform
people  is  to  kill  them."  This  chilling
statement captures the essence of  his
worldview.  Yet,  amidst  the  darkness,
there  were  moments  of  surprising
tenderness.  Panzram  expressed
gratitude  for  Lesser’s  friendship  and
asked that Lesser receive his ashes and
personal  effects  after  his  execution.
Lesser  agreed.

The Execution
and Aftermath
Carl Panzram was executed by hanging
on  September  5,  1930,  at  the  U.S.
Penitentiary  in  Leavenworth.  He
reportedly  showed  no  fear.  On  the
gallows,  he  uttered  his  final  words:  "I
wish  the  whole  human  race  had  one
neck and I had my hands around it." He
was buried in an unmarked grave, but
Henry  Lesser  retrieved  his  ashes  and
kept them for decades.
Lesser  remained  haunted  by  his
encounter  with  Panzram.  He  tried  to
publish Panzram’s autobiography, but it
was rejected by publishers who found it
too graphic and morally problematic. It
wasn’t  until  1970  that  the  manuscript
was  finally  published,  thanks  to  the
efforts of lesser-known editors. The book
became a cult classic among true crime
enthusiasts and criminologists.

Legacy and
Lessons
The  story  of  Carl  Panzram  Henry
Lesser raises profound questions about
human  nature,  redemption,  and  the
power of connection. Henry Lesser never
claimed to have reformed Panzram, but
he did provide him with a last vestige of
humanity in a system designed to strip it
away.  Their  correspondence  is  a
testament  to  the  idea  that  even  the
most  damaged  ind iv idua ls  can
experience a form of love and trust.
For  historians  and  psychologists,  the
Panzram-Lesser  relationship  offers  a
unique window into the mind of a serial
killer. It  challenges the stereotype that
all  killers  are  irredeemable  monsters.
While Panzram’s crimes were horrific, his
interactions  with  Lesser  reveal  a  man
capable  of  loyalty  and even a  twisted
kind  of  affection.  Lesser  himself  said,
"He was a man who had been made into
a monster, but I saw the man."
Modern  criminology  often  debates  the
role of early intervention and the effects
of childhood trauma. Panzram’s life is a
textbook  case  of  how  systemic  abuse
can  produce  extreme  antisocial
behaviour.  The  friendship  with  Lesser,
however brief,  demonstrates that even
in the deepest darkness, a single ray of
kindness can penetrate.

Conclusion
The  bond  between  Carl  Panzram  and
Henry  Lesser  is  one  of  the  most
extraordinary relationships in the history
of  crime.  It  reminds  us  that  every
person,  no matter  how violent  or  lost,
carries  within  them  the  potential  for
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connection.  While  Panzram’s  legacy
remains one of  horror,  the part  of  his
story that involves Henry Lesser offers a
glimmer  of  light—a  reminder  that
compassion can exist even in the most

unlikely  places.  The  keyword  Carl
Panzram Henry Lesser  is  not  just  a
pairing of names; it is a symbol of the
strange,  redemptive  power  of  human
empathy.


