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      The Trial of Leopold and Loeb is remarkable: a callous crime; dispassionate, educated killers; Chicago in the 1920s; a world recovering from war; and a courtroom battle between two thundering and poetic advocates.

      This case was a gift to dramatise — and worth the hours spent studying thousands of pages of court transcripts. As a newspaper reporter at London’s Old Bailey in the 1990s, I missed the so-called Golden Age of crime and trials. The case of Leopold and Loeb is among that era’s most famous, and its speeches are still studied at law schools, and with good reason. This trial is theatre, alive with intellect, ego, and jeopardy.

      Yet for all its character and drama, it remains the story of the brutal and senseless murder of a young boy. Do Dickie and Babe deserve to die for their crimes? That was the question that confronted the sentencing judge in 1924. The State’s Attorney argued: if we can send young men to die in war, in their thousands, in defence of our laws, should we not also take away the lives of young men who kill for the sheer thrill of it?
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            Cook County. Chicago, Illinois

          

        

      

    

    
      May 21st, 1924.

      

      
        
        
        RADIO ANNOUNCER

        State's Attorney calls for death penalty after brutal slaying of Chicago boy.

      

      

      

      Fourteen-year-old Bobby Franks was one of the last boys out of class that day, lingering on the steps of The Harvard School for Boys in the affluent Chicago district of Hyde Park. Friends described Bobby as small and frail but quick-witted. As a member of the school's debating team, he had argued against capital punishment, and his case had won the day. Leaving school that afternoon, he had just two blocks to walk to his home, a mansion house on Ellis Street. As he walked along, a grey car pulled over to the curb. It was someone he recognised, an older boy. They were neighbours - they'd played tennis just a week before. He got in. Twenty-four hours later, Bobby's mutilated body was discovered in a culvert - a drainage ditch - in a swamp on the edge of Wolf Lake, twenty miles away from his home.

      Two young men, Richard ‘Dickie’ Loeb and Nathan ‘Babe’ Leopold, were arrested and charged with Bobby’s murder. 'Dickie' Loeb was the son of a retired Vice President of the Sears department store chain. At 17, he was the University of Michigan's youngest ever graduate. Since then, he'd been in limbo, pursuing a passion for history books and crime stories. A somewhat enamoured reporter for the Indianapolis Times described him as having 'piercing, laughing, beautiful, jet-black eyes'.

      His friend, Nathan 'Babe' Leopold, was the son of a wealthy German-Jewish immigrant family. A child prodigy, he'd spoken his first words at the age of just four months. By nineteen, he'd studied fifteen languages and was said to be fluent in five. He was an undergraduate of the University of Chicago and was preparing for Harvard Law School. In his spare time, he was a birdwatcher. That same reporter in the Indianapolis Times offered an even more swooning description of Babe: 'One feels awestricken and mediocre in his presence ... his handsome chin, his perfect teeth, his eyes a little drooping, possibly from embarrassment.'

      Both confessed to the kidnapping and the killing, but each claimed the other had struck the fatal blow. During police interviews, their attitudes were surprising.

      

      [INT. POLICE CELL]

      

      
        
        
        POLICEMAN

        State your full name.

      

        

      
        LOEB

        Richard Albert Loeb.

      

        

      
        POLICEMAN

        Tell us in your own words if you know of anything unusual relative to the disappearance of Robert Franks.

      

        

      
        LOEB

        Nathan Leopold and myself intended to kidnap one of the younger boys from the Harvard School. I don't remember when it first came up. The plan was broached by Nathan, who suggested it as a means of having a great deal of excitement, together with getting quite a sum of money - every detail was planned.

      

        

      
        We dragged the body out of the car. Leopold carried the feet; I carried the head. Our original scheme had been to etherise the body to death. The scheme for etherising him originated through Nathan, who evidently has some knowledge of such things, and he said that that would be the easiest way of putting him to death, and the least messy. This, however, we found unnecessary, because the boy was quite dead when we took him there. We knew he was dead by the fact that rigor mortis had set in, and also by his eyes, and then, when, at that same time, we poured this hydrochloric acid over him, we noticed no tremor, not a single tremor in his body; therefore, we were sure he was dead.

      

        

      
        POLICEMAN

        Now, Nathan, in your own way, tell us the story.

      

        

      
        LEOPOLD

        When we planned a general thing of this sort, it was long ago... we placed the body into the drainpipe and pushed it as far as we could. And apparently, at this point, my glasses fell from my pocket.

      

        

      
        POLICEMAN

        Then what happened?

      

        

      
        LEOPOLD

        Well, now, we then proceeded north to 104th and Ewing Avenue, from where I telephoned my folks telling them I should be a trifle late in arriving home. Dickie and I proceeded to his home, where we washed the more obvious blood stains from the automobile... the blood had been rather effusive.

      

        

      
        POLICEMAN

        Where did the chisel come from?

      

        

      
        LEOPOLD

        From a hardware store between 45th and 46th on Cottage Grove Avenue.

      

      

      

      So, what was their motive? According to the boys' statements, they wanted the intellectual satisfaction of committing 'the perfect crime', and Bobby just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time; the victim could have been any one of the boys leaving that Chicago school on that afternoon.

      Speaking to the Chicago Tribune, Bobby's distraught father said: Now, if there ever was a case on earth demanding the death penalty, it is this one. No fouler or more brutal or more unnecessary murder ever was committed.

      Visitors to the so-called Windy City of Chicago in the 1920s would have been struck by its vibrance: the roar of the steelworks, the rise of skyscrapers, the syncopation of jazz spilling from the dance halls. And on the streets, in tilted fedora, mob boss Al Capone presided over gambling, prostitution, and the steady defiance of Prohibition.

      On the Southeast side of the city, Cook County State's Attorney, Robert 'Dynamite' Crowe, had come to office on a zero-tolerance ticket. He declared that there was only one fitting punishment for Dickie Loeb and Babe Leopold - death.

      Dickie and Babe's family had money and hired a lawyer, celebrated as 'The Old Lion' and 'The Defender of the Damned'. Clarence Darrow. This would lead to one of the great legal battles of the century. An Illinois courtroom became a stage for outrage, ego, and intellect.

      The State expected Darrow to advise his clients to plead 'not guilty' by reason of insanity - this would have led to a jury trial to determine whether they were or were not legally responsible for their actions. Instead, Darrow had them plead guilty to the charges of kidnapping and murder, dispensing with the need for a jury.

      He decided to gamble that he could save his clients from the hangman's rope by convincing - not a jury - just one person, the sentencing judge, that the boys deserved leniency, on account of what he called their 'diseased' minds.

      

      [INT. COURTROOM]

      
        
        
        BAILIFF

        Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye. All persons having business before this honourable court should draw nigh and give their attention, for this court is now in session.

      

      

      

      It's time to take our seats at the trial of Dickie and Babe.

      

      
        
        
        BAILIFF

        State's Attorney: Robert Emmett Crowe

      

      

      

      
        
        
        CROWE

        The evidence in this case will show that Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb - the boys sitting in the courtroom today - are the sons of highly respected and prominent citizens of this community; their parents gave them every advantage that wealth and indulgence could give boys.

      

        

      
        These two defendants entered into a conspiracy, the purpose of which was to gain money, and to gain it, they were ready and willing to commit a cold-blooded murder.

      

        

      
        Your honour, they put considered and rational thought into their plan.

      

        

      
        It was necessary that certain letters be written - ransom notes. They secured a typewriter, a portable Underwood typewriter, and the letters, which were written in this case, which will be introduced in evidence, were written upon this machine.

      

        

      
        Now, your Honour, on May 31st, their plans for the kidnapping were complete; they had in mind no particular person as the subject but had discussed four or five boys whose fathers were wealthy men.

      

        

      
        Leopold and Loeb had gotten together and written a ransom letter, addressing it merely as Dear Sir, intending, after they had selected their victim, to address it to the father of the boy that they had kidnapped.

      

        

      
        I have the letter here, and I will now read it to you:

      

        

      
        Dear Sir, as you no doubt know by this time, your son has been kidnapped. Allow us to assure you that he is at present well and safe. You need fear no physical harm for him, provided you live up carefully to the following instructions and to such others as you will receive by future communications. Should you, however, disobey any of our instructions, even slightly, his death will be the penalty. We are prepared to put our threat into execution. However, should you carefully follow our instructions to the letter, we can assure you that your son will be safely returned to you within six hours of our receipt of the money. Yours truly, George Johnson.

      

        

      
        On the morning of May 2nd, Leopold and the defendant Loeb began to make the final preparations for this murder; for while it had the aspects of a kidnapping proposition, they had determined that immediately upon seizing the victim, they were going to murder him first and extort the money afterwards. They had made that decision.

      

        

      
        JUDGE CAVERLY

        Silence. Silence in Court

      

        

      
        CROWE

        The evidence will show that they went to Leopold's home, where they secured a quantity of ether that Leopold had previously used for chloroforming birds. They also got some tape from the bathroom of his house and a gag. They then went out on Cottage Grove Avenue and bought a bottle of hydrochloric acid. The purpose of the hydrochloric acid was that, after having murdered their victim, they intended destroying his features so that it would be impossible to identify him.

      

        

      
        They stopped at another store and bought ropes for the purpose of binding and tying their little victim. They stopped in another store and bought a 'cold chisel', over the sharp end of which they wrapped this tape so they would not injure themselves in any degree, and with the other end they intended to beat the life out of whatever little boy they happened to seize upon.

      

        

      
        Having made all these elaborate preparations for this murder, they went down to the Rent-a-Car people and got a dark Willys-Knight car of the type with the side curtains you can put up all around the vehicle. They then proceeded over to the Harvard School on the south side of the city. Loeb went in to look over, as he terms it - 'prospects' - to see what little boys might be there, whose fathers were wealthy men and who could produce the ten thousand dollars the following day.
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