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Overview
The A.B.C. Murders is a classic detective novel by Agatha Christie, first published in 1936. It
features Hercule Poirot, the famous Belgian detective, who is challenged by a serial killer who
taunts him with letters signed "A.B.C." The killer announces each murder in advance, targeting
victims in alphabetical order by name and location: Andover, Bexhill, Churston, and Doncaster.
The novel is notable for its innovative structure, including a first-person narrative by Poirot's
friend Captain Hastings, and for its exploration of the psychology of a murderer who seeks to
create a pattern that masks the true motive.

The story begins with Poirot receiving a letter from A.B.C. warning of a crime to come. Despite his
efforts, the first murder occurs, and the pattern continues. Poirot, with the help of Hastings and
Inspector Crome, investigates each crime scene, uncovering clues that point to a seemingly
obvious suspect, Alexander Bonaparte Cust, a traveling salesman with epilepsy and a troubled
past. However, Poirot is not convinced of Cust's guilt, and he devises a clever plan to expose the
real culprit. The novel is a masterful example of the "least likely suspect" trope and a
commentary on the dangers of relying on appearances.

The A.B.C. Murders is significant in Christie's oeuvre for its early use of a serial killer plot and its
psychological depth. It has been adapted multiple times for film, television, and radio, and it
remains one of Christie's most popular and influential works. The book's enduring appeal lies in
its clever puzzle, its memorable characters, and its exploration of the nature of evil and the limits
of justice.

Key Takeaways
• The A.B.C. Murders demonstrates that the most obvious suspect is often a red herring, and
true motives are hidden beneath a constructed pattern.

• Poirot's method emphasizes psychological insight over physical evidence, showing that
understanding a killer's mind is key to solving a crime.

• The novel highlights the danger of relying on circumstantial evidence and the importance of
questioning assumptions.

• Christie's use of a serial killer who taunts the police with letters was groundbreaking for its
time and influenced the genre.
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• The story shows that a killer may create a false pattern to mask a personal motive, making
the investigation more complex.

• The novel underscores the role of chance and coincidence in real-life crime, as well as the
need for meticulous attention to detail.

• The character of Alexander Bonaparte Cust illustrates how societal prejudice and mental
health issues can lead to wrongful accusations.

Chapter Summaries
Chapter 1: The Letter

Captain Hastings returns from South America and reunites with Poirot in London. Poirot shows
him a letter he received from someone calling himself A.B.C., announcing a murder to take place
in Andover on the 21st of the month. Poirot is intrigued but not alarmed, yet he decides to take
the threat seriously. The chapter sets the tone of unease and introduces the central mystery.

Chapter 2: The Andover Murder

Despite Poirot's warning, the murder of Alice Ascher, an elderly shopkeeper in Andover, occurs
as predicted. The police find a railway guide and a box of chocolates near the body. Poirot and
Hastings visit the scene, and Poirot notes the oddity of the killer leaving clues. The local police
are baffled, and Poirot begins to see a pattern emerging.

Chapter 3: The Bexhill Murder

A second letter arrives, announcing a murder in Bexhill. Poirot and Hastings rush there but are
too late to prevent the death of Betty Barnard, a young waitress. The murder is brutal, and a
witness reports seeing a man with a shabby appearance near the scene. Poirot finds a similar
railway guide and a clue that links the two crimes. The public becomes alarmed, and the press
dubs the killer 'A.B.C.'

Chapter 4: The Churston Murder

The third letter targets Churston, and this time Poirot is determined to be there in time.
However, the murder occurs at a different location than expected, and the victim is Sir
Carmichael Clarke, a wealthy retired businessman. The killer leaves a railway guide and a clue
that points to a possible connection with the previous victims. Poirot is frustrated by his failure to
prevent the crime.

Chapter 5: The Doncaster Murder

The fourth letter announces a murder in Doncaster, and Poirot and the police set a trap. Despite
their efforts, the intended victim, a young woman named Elizabeth 'Betty' Barnard's sister, is not
the one killed. Instead, a man named George Earlsfield is found dead, and the killer escapes.
Poirot realizes that the pattern is not as rigid as it seemed, and he begins to suspect that the
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killer is manipulating events.

Chapter 6: The Suspect

The police identify a suspect: Alexander Bonaparte Cust, a traveling salesman who was seen near
the scenes of the crimes. Cust is found in a boarding house, confused and with a bloodstained
sleeve. He is arrested, and the evidence seems overwhelming. However, Poirot is not convinced
of Cust's guilt, noting that the man's epilepsy and memory lapses make him an unlikely
mastermind.

Chapter 7: The Trial

Cust is put on trial, and the prosecution presents a strong case, including the railway guides and
Cust's own admissions. Poirot, however, has been investigating independently and discovers that
Cust was hired by a mysterious man to deliver parcels and letters. Poirot reveals that the real
killer is Franklin Clarke, the brother of Sir Carmichael Clarke, who wanted to inherit his brother's
fortune and used the A.B.C. pattern to hide his motive.

Chapter 8: The Solution

Poirot explains that Franklin Clarke manipulated Cust into being the fall guy, sending him on a
wild goose chase and planting evidence. Clarke's motive was to kill his brother and inherit his
wealth, and he used the serial killer ruse to make it look like a random crime. Poirot's clever trap,
involving a fake letter, forces Clarke to reveal himself. The novel ends with Cust being exonerated
and Clarke arrested.

Themes
• Serial killer psychology

• Appearance vs. reality

• Justice and injustice

• The role of chance

• Mental illness and prejudice

Notable Quotes
• "The truth, however ugly in itself, is always curious and beautiful to the seeker after truth."
— Poirot says this to Hastings early in the novel, reflecting on the nature of his investigation.

• "I am not a clever man, but I am a very good detective." — Poirot modestly remarks to
Hastings about his own abilities.

• "It is the brain, the little grey cells, that matter." — Poirot's recurring phrase, used when
explaining his method to Hastings.
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• "The murderer is with us in the room." — Poirot says this during the final confrontation,
revealing that the killer is present.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is The A.B.C. Murders about?

The A.B.C. Murders is a detective novel by Agatha Christie featuring Hercule Poirot. A serial killer
named A.B.C. sends letters to Poirot announcing murders in alphabetical order. Poirot
investigates the murders in Andover, Bexhill, Churston, and Doncaster, and ultimately uncovers
a cleverly disguised motive behind the seemingly random killings.

Is The A.B.C. Murders worth reading?

Yes, it is considered one of Christie's best works. It is a classic mystery with a clever plot, a
surprising twist, and a memorable villain. The novel is praised for its innovative structure and
psychological depth, making it a must-read for fans of detective fiction.

How does The A.B.C. Murders end?

Spoiler: Poirot reveals that Franklin Clarke, the brother of the third victim, is the real murderer.
He used the A.B.C. pattern to hide his motive of inheriting his brother's fortune. He framed
Alexander Cust, who is exonerated. Clarke is arrested, and justice is served.

Who should read The A.B.C. Murders?

Fans of classic detective fiction, Agatha Christie enthusiasts, and anyone who enjoys a
well-crafted mystery with a psychological twist. It is also a good starting point for readers new to
Christie, as it is one of her most accessible and engaging novels.

How long does it take to read The A.B.C. Murders?

The book is about 256 pages long. At an average reading speed of 250 words per minute, it takes
approximately 4-5 hours to read. Most readers finish it in a few sittings.


