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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The curious case of Hawley Harvey Crippen has fascinated audiences for more than a century, and it continues to provoke debate. Guilty or innocent? In the eyes of the jury, Crippen was guilty, and he paid the ultimate price. Yet he went to the gallows never admitting to murder, and in recent years DNA evidence has cast a shadow of doubt over his conviction.

      On the face of it, the evidence against him appeared overwhelming, leaving the jury little option but to return a guilty verdict. But Crippen maintained that his wife had fled to the United States, and subsequent sightings of a woman bearing a striking resemblance to her suggest this may have been true. No definitive identification was ever made of the remains said to be hers, raising the unsettling possibility that they belonged to someone else — perhaps even to a man.

      There is also the question of Crippen’s flight. He and his lover fled to Canada, a country with an extradition treaty with the United Kingdom. Had his intention been to evade justice, the United States would have been the more logical destination — a place where, at the time, he would almost certainly have remained beyond the reach of British law.

      Observant listeners and readers will notice that this script (which accompanies the audiobook) refers simply to the Prosecution and the Defence. This was a practical decision. In reality, the case was argued by multiple barristers on both sides, reflecting the trial’s complexity and scale. My intention was not to diminish the contributions of some of Britain’s most eloquent and distinguished advocates — notably Sir Richard Muir KC for the prosecution and Sir Edward Marshall Hall KC for the defence — but to present the courtroom drama with clarity and narrative focus, while remaining faithful to the substance of the arguments they advanced.

      

      Matt Richards, April 2026
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      Producer & Director
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        Dr Crippen and Ethel LeNeve appear together at a preliminary hearing (Not the Old Bailey).
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        Belle Elmore

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      CANADA. 1910

      The heatwave that had descended on Quebec the previous week had somewhat subsided by July 31st. For Walter Dew of Scotland Yard, it was a blessed relief. He was unaccustomed to such heat, being as he was from England. And, hailing from the landlocked county of Northamptonshire, he was also unused to being in proximity to any great expanse of water, and therefore found his morning walk along the banks of the magnificent St. Lawrence River rather draining.

      During his meander, to counter his weariness, he halted occasionally and gazed upriver. Just out of sight was the mighty Atlantic. His prey was out there – somewhere – two passengers getting closer by the hour.

      They had boarded the steamship, the SS Montrose, full of desperate, nervous hope and would soon be arriving in Canada, convinced they had made their great escape.

      The passengers? Dr Hawley Harvey Crippen and his mistress, Ethel Le Neve. They had become fugitives following the discovery of a headless and dismembered body in a London cellar, a crime that had dominated newspapers worldwide with grisly headlines and lurid reporting.

      The corpse in question had not been positively identified – its head, limbs and skeleton had not been recovered. However, the remains were thought to be those of Belle Elmore, the professional name of a music-hall singer, who was Dr Crippen’s wife.

      Scotland Yard had been alerted to the possible presence of Crippen and Le Neve on the SS Montrose by a captain who had closely observed the couple, who were travelling under the names of Mr John Robinson and Master John.

      Having concluded that the latter was a woman in disguise, the captain instructed his telegraphist to send a wireless telegram to the British authorities; it was the first time such technology had been used to facilitate an arrest.

      Close to nine o’clock, Inspector Dew boarded a pilot boat, alongside Chief Inspector McCarthy of the Canadian Provincial Police, and they sailed upriver to intercept the SS Montrose. Dew - dressed in a suit and wearing a bowler hat - was apprehensive; he had come a fair distance, solely on the suspicions of the ship’s captain. He clambered aboard with McCarthy and was introduced to Henry George Kendall, the captain of the ship, who immediately led them to a solitary figure pacing anxiously on deck - as his mistress, Ethel Le Neve, waited in her cabin below.

      

      
        
        WALTER DEW

        Good morning, Dr Crippen. Do you know me? I’m Inspector Dew from Scotland Yard.

      

        

      
        DR CRIPPEN

        Oh. Thank God … it’s over.

      

        

      
        WALTER DEW

        Yes, Crippen. It is over.

      

        

      
        DR CRIPPEN

        The suspense has been too great. Far too great. Really, I couldn’t have stood it any longer.

      

        

      
        WALTER DEW

        Mr McCarthy, this is our man. Would you kindly conduct the formalities.

      

        

      
        CHIEF INSPECTOR

        You are Hawley Crippen, and I have a warrant for your arrest on the charge of murdering and mutilating your wife.

      

        

      
        DR CRIPPEN

        Mutilation? My God! No, no. Not that!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            The Opening Gambit

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COURT CLERK

        Oyez, oyez, oyez. All manner of persons who have any business in this Court, draw near and give your attendance. Would the accused please stand.

      

      

      

      It’s time to take a seat at the trial of Dr Hawley Harvey Crippen. We’re in good company: in the public gallery, peering down, is none other than Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, taking notes as the evidence unfolds.

      

      
        
        COURT CLERK

        Hawley Harvey Crippen, you are indicted and charged on the coroner’s inquisition with the wilful murder of your wife, Cora Crippen, also known as Belle Elmore, on the 1st of February last. Are you guilty or not guilty? What say you?

      

        

      
        DR CRIPPEN

        Not guilty, my lord.

      

        

      
        THE LORD CHIEF JUSTICE

        Let proceedings begin.

      

        

      
        COURT CLERK

        My Lord, bear witness for the Prosecution, opening statement for the Crown.

      

        

      
        PROSECUTION

        My Lord, I wish to begin by tracing the earlier personal history of the prisoner and his wife, whom he married as his second wife in 1892 or 1893 and the circumstances of their married life at Hilldrop Crescent down to the end of last year.

      

      

      The court hears that, in late 1905, 39 Hilldrop Crescent, North London, was the home of Dr Hawley Harvey Crippen, a 43-year-old American homoeopath, and his 36-year-old wife, Cora, a music-hall performer, born in Brooklyn, who went by the stage name Belle Elmore. They lived a bohemian existence, entertaining performer friends, taking in lodgers, and surrounding themselves with cats, canaries, and an aquarium.

      

      
        
        PROSECUTION

        My Lord, so far as their friends were concerned, relations between husband and wife seemed to be of the best possible kind; they lived together apparently on affectionate terms. The prisoner had not, for some four years, however, cohabited with his wife, but had during three years of that period been carrying on an intrigue with a young woman, Ethel Le Neve, and had been having immoral relations with her of a clandestine kind, never staying away from home at night but meeting her in hotels in the daytime.

      

        

      
        THE LORD CHIEF JUSTICE

        Silence in Court. Prosecution, do continue, if you please.

      

        

      
        PROSECUTION

        The position, therefore, was this: his affection was fixed upon Ethel Le Neve, and he was desirous of establishing closer relations with that young woman; the physical presence of his wife was an obstacle to those relations, and the fact that he had no money was another obstacle. If Belle Elmore died, both those obstacles would be removed, because Belle Elmore's money and property, which could be converted into money, would enable him to keep Ethel Le Neve, which at that time he was unable to do.
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