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INTRODUCTION



No one is really sure just how many books Agatha Christie has sold, or in how many languages. However, it is thought that she is the number-three bestseller worldwide behind the Bible and Shakespeare. Though her books are largely set in parochial England, she has a following around the world. This may well be because she was free from the pretensions that plague other authors.


‘I regard my work as of no importance,’ she said. ‘I’ve simply been out to entertain.’


Asked where she got her ideas from, she would say that she went to Harrods, or the Army & Navy Store, or Marks & Spencer. The real answer was from her own head. However, she was steeped in literature and culture. Her antecedents are as much Shakespeare, Webster, Tennyson and Wagner as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Edgar Allan Poe. She also travelled widely and, through her second husband archaeologist Sir Max Mallowan and his colleagues, knew a great deal about the ancient world.


Although she died nearly forty years ago, she is as popular as she ever was, with the long-running TV series Poirot  and Miss Marple airing on both sides of the Atlantic. While the world these two much-loved characters inhabit may appear cosy and middle class, it is heaving with forgery, blackmail, adultery and murder. It is also awash with drugs – first with cocaine and morphine, later heroin and, latterly, marijuana. Then there were the guns. Largely these were brought back from the wars but, as we see in The Seven Dials Mystery of 1924, it was still a time when you could pop into Harrods to buy a pistol.


Readers should be warned of the casual racism of the era. The books abound with slighting remarks about Jews, ‘dagos’, ‘Chinks’, black people and foreigners. However, one must remember that Agatha Christie began writing during the era of Modernism. Indeed she was some eight years younger than Virginia Woolf and James Joyce. So we should now view these racial slights in a Post-Modernist light and grow up about the N word. Yes, she called a book Ten Little Niggers. The word comes up in other books too. It was offensive then and remains so. But we cannot whitewash the past, if you will excuse the pun. And it was not as if Christie was particularly racist herself. In Hickory, Dickory, Death, written in 1955, Poirot’s secretary Miss Lemon says: ‘Half the nurses in our hospitals seem to be black nowadays . . . and I understand much pleasanter and more attentive than the English ones.’


What’s more, Christie is positively revolutionary in some eyes. In the 1970s, the communist Tupamaros guerrillas in Uruguay adopted Miss Marple as their honorary leader. Inmates of the Buchenwald concentration camps used to perform her plays in the face of the horrors there. Some say that it is the extraordinary simplicity of her characters that appeals. Others say that everyone wants the whole world to be like an English village.


During her lifetime, Christie was pilloried by some intellectuals. But her work has endured, while those of her critics have remained resolutely unheeded. True, the genteel world of country houses and the grand tour between the wars that she portrays is comforting. But her subject matter is life and, more particularly, death. Her characters are motivated by real emotions and the stage they are set upon is just as relevant as Elizabethan England or ancient Greece.


Agatha Christie is, of course, the Queen of Crime, the Duchess of Death. Her books are largely whodunnits, so I have taken great pains not to give away the endings. But if you want to spoil them for yourself, you can look up the plots on Wikipedia.


Nigel Cawthorne
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AGATHA CHRISTIE


Although Agatha Christie’s stories were written between the First World War and her death in 1976, they seem to bask in the glorious certainties of the Edwardian era, and the home of all the murder and mayhem she unleashed on the world was the innocent Devon seaside resort of Torquay. Indeed, Agatha Mary Clarissa Miller was born on 15 September 1890 when Queen Victoria was still firmly on the throne and the sun never set on the British Empire. She recalled as her childhood reality ‘ladies, their shirts looped up and held in one hand . . . playing croquet, or, with straw boater-hats on their heads . . . playing tennis’. But elsewhere in the gardens of her family home, Ashfield in Barton Road, was a wood where enchantment lay.


Agatha’s father, Frederick Alvah Miller, was an American of independent means. Once a suitor of Brooklyn heiress Jenny Jerome, Winston Churchill’s mother, he spent most of his life playing whist in the yacht club, returning by taxi for lunch and to dress for dinner. He was president of the local cricket club and staged amateur theatricals.


Her mother, Clarissa ‘Clara’ Margaret Boehmer, was brought up by her Aunt Margaret, the second wife of Frederick’s father, in the north of England. Eight years her senior, cousin Fred would visit on his way from his home in New York, where he was on the Social Register, to the south of France. They married in 1878 when Fred was thirty-two and Clara twenty-four. The marriage was a happy one.


Their first child, Margaret Frary Miller, was born in Torquay, where they had taken furnished lodgings. Their second child, Louis Montant, was born during a visit to New York in 1880. They had intended to live in America, however, after returning to England, Fred was called back to New York on business. While he was away, Clara used a small inheritance to buy Ashfield, a large house in Torquay, then a fashionable south-coast resort.


Fred insisted that they live there for a year at most, but Clara was a forceful woman and they were still there when Agatha was born ten years later. Clara was also a serious, high-minded woman who flirted with a series of religions, but they lived the life of the moneyed classes. They went out to dine several times a week. Five-course dinners at home were provided by the cook, Jane, while a chef and butler were hired when they entertained.


The older children were sent away to boarding school, but Agatha’s upbringing was overseen by ‘Nursie’, then by a series of parlour maids, while Jane taught her how to make cakes. This entourage was ruled over by Clara, who seemed to possess second sight. Agatha’s older sister Madge once said that she did not even dare think when Clara was in the room. And Agatha herself learned to be secretive. When asked why she had not reported a parlour maid seen tasting soup from the tureen before dinner, she said pompously: ‘I don’t care for parting with information.’


When her parents travelled together, Agatha would stay with her ‘Auntie-Grannie’ Margaret in the west London suburb of Ealing. There she would become acquainted with her mother’s widowed mother Mary Ann, who then lived in Bayswater and would take her shopping at the Army & Navy stores in Victoria. She also got to know her uncles, one of whom worked for the Army & Navy. Another worked for the Home Office, while a third was with his regiment in India. Their gossip was full of the characters that would later inhabit Agatha’s literary output.


Agatha’s education – such as it was – took place at home. However, her father had an extensive library, well stocked with American books and children’s adventure stories, as well as dictionaries, atlases and encyclopaedias. Agatha learned to write at the age of six and, thanks to her father, quickly mastered arithmetic, along with the basic principles of physics and chemistry. But apart from music tuition, she had no formal education. However, she was a voracious reader, relishing particularly the detective stories The Woman in White and The Moonstone by Wilkie Collins, Edgar Allan Poe’s The Murders in the Rue Morgue, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s tales of Sherlock Holmes, the stories of French writer Maurice Leblanc concerning the gentleman-thief Arsène Lupin and Dickens’ Bleak House with Inspector Bucket. She read Alexandre Dumas in French, particularly enjoying The Count of Monte Cristo.


Agatha mixed with other children at dance classes, but otherwise her childhood companions were her pets, along with a number of imaginary friends. She even made up a make-believe school full of imaginary girls and had adventures with a whole dynasty of invented kings and queens.


She was still a child when her father’s business affairs ran into trouble. To save money, the family often rented out Ashfield and spent the time in hotels in France and Italy. The language was no problem. After Nursie retired, Clara took on a French governess who spoke no English. Beset with money worries, Fred grew ill and died at the age of fifty-five. Agatha was just eleven.


By then, Agatha’s older sister had married and her brother was in the army. Agatha and her mother would spend the evenings reading aloud Scott, Thackeray and Dickens. But Agatha grew concerned about her mother’s health and slept in Fred’s dressing room, next to Clara’s bedroom, in case her mother needed reviving in the night. They would spend the Christmas holiday at Madge’s new home, Cheadle Hall, a Georgian building, and the Gothic revival Abney Hall in Manchester, home of Madge’s in-laws. Madge’s brothers-in-law included a professional actor in London and an actor-manager who owned a theatre in Manchester. Agatha’s Christmas treat involved a visit to the pantomime.


At home, Agatha had absorbed a great deal of literature and mastering riddles, codes and word games. Then, at the age of thirteen she was sent to Miss Guyer’s Girls’ School in Torquay, two days a week. There she was taught algebra, grammar and spelling. Used to engaging with only those things that interested her, the discipline of formal lessons did not suit Miss Miller. However, she began to develop a circle of friends, including the five Huxley sisters who shocked polite society in Torquay because they did not wear gloves. Through them, Agatha got a part in a production of The Yeomen of the Guard, singing the role of Colonel Fairfax. While with the Lucy family, she went swimming in the ladies’ bathing cove.


At fifteen Agatha was sent to a succession of finishing schools in Paris. When she returned, her mother could not afford for her to come out in London or New York, so took her to Cairo, then safely under British administration, where she could meet suitable young men at balls, the races and polo matches. They stayed at the Gezirah Palace Hotel and she attended some fifty dances. With long, blonde hair that had to be piled on top of her head, she was tall and attractive, but painfully shy. One dance partner remarked that, while she could dance beautifully, her mother ‘had better try and teach her to talk’. Nevertheless she made new friends, accompanying them on expeditions to see the sights or picnic in the desert. She would be swathed in muslin to keep off the sun and corseted in whalebone, while temptation was kept at bay by chaperones.


Back in England, the friends she made in Egypt invited her to stay at their country houses to attend hunt balls, race meetings and regattas. She played tennis and croquet, went riding and out for fast drives down narrow country lanes in the latest automobiles. The impresario Charles Cochran and his wife invited Agatha to stay with them in London and she continued the family tradition, putting on amateur theatricals.


As well as contributing to sketches, Agatha began writing poetry. At the age of eleven, she had had a poem about the new tram service published in the local paper. Later she began earning a guinea a poem sending work to the Poetry Review. Some of her early poems were published in The Road of Dreams in 1924. She set some to music, but in public performance, her nerve failed her. Although she trained as a singer in Paris and continued her musical studies in London, her shyness put paid to any thought she had of being a professional singer or pianist.


Before she married, Agatha’s sister Madge had published a series of stories in Vanity Fair. Bored, while recovering from influenza, Agatha followed her example and wrote the 6,000-word story ‘The House of Beauty’. A supernatural tale, it was revised and published as ‘The House of Dreams’ in Sovereign Magazine in January 1926, though it did not appear in any of her collections until 1997.


Next she wrote ‘The Call of Wings’, which appeared in the UK in The Hound of Death and Other Short Stories in 1933 and in the US in The Golden Ball and Other Short Stories in 1971. This grisly story about a séance was rewritten many years later as The Sittaford Mystery. A fourth story has not survived, while her fifth paranormal tale ‘The Little Lonely God’, appeared as ‘The Lonely God’ in Royal Magazine in July 1926. For the time being, though, the short stories she sent out to magazines under the names ‘Mac Miller’, ‘Nathaniel Miller’ and ‘Sydney West’ – West being the maiden name of her great-aunt Margaret – were promptly returned.


One of Sydney West’s other stories, ‘The Choice’, echoes a story written by Agatha’s mother called ‘Mrs Jordan’s Ghost’. In it, a ghost turns up every time a piece of music is played, a device that Christie would use later.


Undaunted by her rejections, Agatha wrote a novel set in Cairo called Snow Upon the Desert. She sent it out under the pen-name ‘Monosylaba’. It was returned. Clara now suggested that she consult their neighbour, author Eden Phillpotts – Agatha had attended dance classes with his daughter, Adelaide. His reaction was encouraging and he gave helpful advice. He also introduced her to his literary agent Hughes Massie, but he too rejected the novel.


Agatha was inspired by another psychic story, The Flaw in the Crystal by May Sinclair, to write ‘Vision’. But this also showed the influence of the detective story The Mystery of the Yellow Room by Gaston Leroux. However, she put it aside and sent the story ‘Being So Very Wilful’ to Phillpotts, who again was encouraging and constructive.


Meanwhile Agatha had met Bolton Fletcher, a colonel in the Lancers. He proposed. He was fifteen years older than Agatha and Clara insisted that she wait six months before she gave her decision. When the moratorium was up, Agatha said no. Her engagement to childhood friend Wilfred Pirie similarly failed to blossom when he bored her with his talk of spiritualism and theosophy. There was also a romantic correspondence with Reginald Lucy, the older brother of the Lucy sisters with whom Agatha went rollerskating and picnicking on Dartmoor. Apart from her brother-in-law, they were the only people who got away with calling her ‘Aggie’. Agatha was now in her twenties in an age where a woman’s only prospect was to marry well. Her mother and elder sister began to worry. However, at a dance, she met Archibald Christie, a second lieutenant stationed in Exeter. Born in India, where his father had been a judge, Archie had ambitions to join the newly formed Royal Flying Corps. At twenty-three, he was just a year older than Agatha.


Tall and attractive, he fell for Agatha instantly and, shortly after, appeared at Ashfield on a motorbike. Agatha was playing badminton and trying out the latest dance steps at the Mellors’ opposite and had to be summoned home by phone. He stayed for supper.


After several irreproachable dates, Archie announced that he had been accepted by the RFC and was being posted to Farnborough. He asked Agatha to marry him. She said that she had an understanding with Reggie Lucy. Archie brushed this aside, but Clara urged caution. They could hardly marry on a subaltern’s pay. But the romance continued, with Agatha both excited and appalled at Archie’s daredevil escapades. She, too, took to the air, paying £5 for a short flight at an air exhibition. Although thrilled, she wrote begging Archie to give up flying. He refused.


Several attempts were made to break off the engagement. As it dragged on Agatha’s family fortunes continued to decline. An attempt was made to sell off the family plot in Greenwood Cemetery in Brooklyn. Then in August 1914 the war came and the RFC was sent to France.


Archie quickly proved himself in action and rose through the ranks. Determined to do her bit, Agatha joined the Voluntary Air Detachment at the local hospital. Tending to the wounded, she shared the horrors of the war. When they met at the end of the year, both had changed. Agatha had become more serious; Archie more flippant. She was now determined to marry; he was against it, fearing that he would leave a young widow with a baby on the way. This led to a row. Archie capitulated. They married, despite his mother’s objections, by special licence on Christmas Eve, 1914. Their one-day honeymoon was spent in the Grand Hotel, Torquay, after informing Clara and Madge of their nuptials. On Boxing Day, he returned to France; she to the hospital. They were separated for six months.


Great-aunt Margaret, whose sight was failing, moved into Ashfield, bringing her heavy Victorian mahogany furniture. One of Agatha’s duties was to read her the newspaper reports of the latest murder trials. Fearing Germany’s blockade of Britain, they began hoarding food. This attracted pests and the house fell to ruin.


After an attempt to move to Paris to be nearer Archie, Agatha went to work in the hospital’s dispensary. Studying to qualify as an apothecary, she learned about poisons. The pharmacist, who Christie found unnervingly incompetent, carried a lump of curare in his pocket, saying that it was interesting stuff.


‘Taken by mouth, it does no harm at all. Enter the bloodstream, it paralyses and kills you,’ he would say.


Agatha continued writing and in the poem ‘In the Dispensary’, published in The Road of Dreams in 1924, she reveals her fascination for poisons, writing: ‘Here is menace and murder and sudden death/in these phials of green and blue.’


Her interest in detective stories continued and, after discussing Leroux’s The Mystery of the Yellow Room, Madge challenged her to write one. The key, she decided, was not to have an unusual murder for an unusual motive – ‘that did not appeal to me artistically,’ she said – but rather to construct a riddle.


‘The whole point of a good detective story,’ she wrote in her Autobiography, ‘was that it must be somebody obvious, but at the same time, for some reason, you would then find that it was not obvious, that he could not possibly have done it. Though really, of course, he had done it.’


It is a trick she uses repeatedly, initially concentrating the suspicions so firmly on one character that the reader discounts them. The murderer is not at the scene of the crime or appears to be the intended victim. They might be a policeman or a child, physically incapacitated – or even, famously, the narrator of the stories. In some way, Agatha Christie makes the reader eliminate the most obvious suspect. Neither did she believe in giving characters exotic motivations. Her characters are all driven by normal human emotions.


Then she needed a memorable detective, a singular character of a type that had not been used before. At the time, Torquay was awash with Belgian refugees, so Christie came up with Hercule Poirot, a retired Belgian police officer. Belgians were both seen as exotic and gallant at the time – Britain had gone to war because gallant little Belgium had been overrun by the Hun.


She wrote in longhand, typing a fair copy of each finished chapter on her sister’s typewriter. But she became bogged down in the plot, which employed a lot of her knowledge of pharmacy. At her mother’s suggestion she took a fortnight off and went to stay at the Moorland Hotel at Haytor on Dartmoor. There she wrote all morning, then she walked over the moors in the afternoon speaking out loud the dialogue for the next section. This was a lifelong habit that made her feel that her characters were real. Then she would sleep for twelve hours before resuming work.


Returning with the completed manuscript of The Mysterious Affair at Styles, she added some love interest – vital for the modern popular novel – before sending it off to be professionally typed. It was then rejected by Hodder & Stoughton and Methuen, before disappearing into the slush-pile at The Bodley Head.


Repeatedly decorated for bravery, Archie returned as a colonel in September 1918 to work in the Air Ministry. He and Agatha moved into a small flat in St John’s Wood. Soon after, the Great War was over and she was expecting a baby. The following August their daughter, Rosalind Margaret Clarissa, was born. With few friends in London, they did most of their socializing in Torquay. Archie found a well-paid job in the City and, in 1919, they moved into an unfurnished four-bedroomed flat near Holland Park where they employed a nurse and a housemaid. Agatha threw herself into decorating the place.


Just before they moved, John Lane from The Bodley Head came round to discuss The Mysterious Affair at Styles, which she had submitted two years earlier and had long given up hope of having published. He suggested some alterations, including a major change to the ending. Instead of a courtroom scene where Poirot delivers the solution in evidence, Lane wanted the dénouement to take place in the library during a conversation between Poirot and Captain Hastings, the narrator.


Lane offered her a 10 per cent royalty on sales of over 2,000 in the UK and over 1,000 in the US. She would also get half of the sale of any serial or dramatic rights. Lane also wanted an option on her next five books which, back then, she had no plans to write.


Agatha received £25 for the book’s serialisation in The Times newspaper’s Colonial Edition, known as The Weekly Times. This ran from 27 February to 26 June 1920. That October, John Lane published the book in New York at $2, while The Bodley Head edition came out in London the following January at seven shillings and six pence (37½p). It was dedicated to Clara.


Although great-aunt Margaret had died and Agatha had moved away, Clara’s fortune continued to decline. Archie thought she should sell Ashfield and move somewhere more modest. Agatha was outraged at the idea so, instead, Archie suggested that she write another book. While she did not think that she would earn any money that way, she was touched by the faith Archie showed in her literary ability.


She did not attempt another detective story, but turned her hand to a comedy thriller about two ‘young adventurers’ named Tommy Beresford and Tuppence Cowley – based on herself and Archie – left rudderless by the end of the war. John Lane published The Secret Adversary in 1922. It earned her £50 and was again serialized in The Weekly Times. This brought her to the attention of Bruce Ingram, editor of the Sketch magazine, who commissioned a series of twelve Poirot stories. She also set to work on another Poirot novel, The Murder on the Links, based on a murder case that had occurred in France not long before. Masked men had broken into a hotel, killed the owner and left the wife bound and gagged. However, inconsistencies in the wife’s story suggested that she had either colluded or been the murderer herself.


Meanwhile, Archie had been offered a job promoting the forthcoming Empire Exhibition and, as they travelled around South Africa, New Zealand, Australia and Canada, Agatha knocked out the stories on a small Corona typewriter, while Rosalind was left at home in the care of Clara and Madge. The trip was something of a gamble as Archie would have no secure City job to come home to.


They travelled in stately fashion on liners and staying at the best hotels. In South Africa, they learned to surf, attended a garden party at the archbishop’s palace and lunched with the governor general, the Duke of Connaught. After a visit to the Cape Town Museum, Agatha enthused about the prehistoric rock carvings and all the paintings. They then found themselves in the middle of an insurrection in Pretoria that was swiftly put down. After a visit to the diamond mines at Kimberley, she went on to Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) to see the Victoria Falls.


As they sailed on to Australia, Agatha read the reviews of The Secret Adversary John Lane had sent. All of them were good. After a trip to Tasmania, Agatha received a letter telling her that Madge had found a producer for a play she had written, continuing the literary rivalry between the two sisters. Meanwhile, between trips out into the bush, tea parties and official luncheons, Agatha managed to keep writing.


After more official visits in New Zealand, Archie and Agatha took a holiday in Hawaii. Like the rest of the US, it was in the grip of prohibition. But then Agatha Christie both loathed the taste of alcohol and disliked its effects. She would normally quaff neat cream while others drank champagne, though she had a life-long appetite for caviar. Only once in her adult life did she eschew pure water – a sanctimonious teetotaller had come to lunch and she ostentatiously ordered a bottle of beer.


While Archie’s £1,000 fee for the trip was dwindling fast, Agatha found that money was coming in from John Lane, including £47 for the Swedish-language rights to The Mysterious Affair at Styles. Nevertheless, by the time they reached Canada, they sustained themselves by gorging on the $1 all-you-can-eat hotel breakfast and making soup with meat extract and jugs of hot water they had sent to their room. They were also sustained with enormous meals laid on by local dignitaries they visited.


In Winnipeg, Archie came down with bronchitis and Agatha was left to nurse him. He caught up with the official party in Newfoundland while she travelled to New York to stay with her aunt. From there, they sailed home on the RMS Majestic, arriving in England on 1 December, having been away for ten months.


While they had been away, the tranquillity of Ashfield had been disturbed by the return of Agatha’s brother Monty who had squandered his inheritance in the colonies and was suffering with an infected wound sustained in Africa during the war. He had brought with him to Torquay an African manservant named Shebani, and disturbed the neighbourhood by firing a pistol out of the window – ‘to keep his eye in’ he told the police. When Shebani returned to Africa, Monty was installed in a cottage on Dartmoor with a doctor’s widow as housekeeper to look after him.


Archie found it difficult to fit back into life in the City. Though they could still afford a nurse for Rosalind, there was no money for a housekeeper, so Agatha did the cooking and cleaning.


The short stories she had written for the Sketch were published as Poirot Investigates. She also submitted ‘Vision’ to The Bodley Head. Lane rejected it, but Christie insisted that it constituted one of the five books she was under contract to provide. The next book was to be The Man in the Brown Suit, another thriller with a young woman as protagonist which drew heavily on her trip to South Africa.


She now became more assured in her business dealings, holding back dramatic, cinematic and foreign rights, asking for higher royalties and insisting on changes to the covers. Her work was now in demand by magazines, which strengthened her hand with The Bodley Head. The Inland Revenue also took an interest. To cope with their demands she acquired an agent – Edmund Cork, successor to Hugh Massie who was now dead. Cork would be her agent for the next fifty years.


Madge had some success with the production of her play The Claimant in the West End. Archie got a new job in the City and they took a large flat in Sunningdale in nascent stockbroker belt thirty miles from London, where Archie could indulge his newfound passion for golf. And when the Evening News acquired the serial rights to The Man in the Brown Suit for £500, Agatha bought a car, a bottle-nosed Austin Cowley that would be her pride and joy. Learning to drive a car that she had bought with her own money gave her a new sense of independence.


With growing confidence, she published, at her own expense, her collection of poems, The Road of Dreams. It was not a success. Meanwhile, Cork negotiated a three-book deal with Collins, getting a £200 advance on each title and a generous royalty. But first Christie had to deliver one last book to The Bodley Head. This was to be The Secret of Chimneys. ‘Chimneys’, where most of the action is set, is a version of Abney Hall. It also introduces her stock policeman, Superintendent Battle.


Agatha and Archie holidayed at Cauterets in the Pyrenees where she had spent time as a child. Otherwise, life in Sunningdale was dull with Agatha finding herself increasingly a ‘golf widow’. She diverted herself by writing The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, which used the revolutionary device of making the narrator the perpetrator of the crime. The idea had come from Madge’s husband James Watt who had suggested that someday Dr Watson ought to be the murderer. Christie demurred, saying that technically it would be difficult to pull this off. But then Louis Mountbatten wrote to her, care of the Sketch, suggesting the same thing and even outlining the plot.


The book was published in June 1926 by Collins in the UK and Dodd, Mead & Co., who had acquired John Land & Co. in 1922, in the US. Critics attacked the book and a reader wrote a letter of complaint to The Times. Christie conceded that ‘a lot of people say that The Murder of Roger Ackroyd is cheating; but if they read it carefully they will see that they are wrong. Such little lapses of time as there have to be are nicely concealed in an ambiguous sentence . . .’ The narrator, Dr James Sheppard, ‘took great pleasure himself in writing nothing but the truth, though not the whole truth’.


Archie and Agatha now had a house built on the Wentworth Estate, where the golf course had just been opened. They called the new house Styles. Soon after Clara died, leaving Ashfield to Agatha. It was in a poor state of repair and Agatha took on the responsibility of salvaging it.


To save money, they decided to rent out Styles with Archie staying at his club in London while Agatha occupied herself in Torquay. They planned a holiday in Italy, but during their separation Archie fell in love with Miss Nancy Neele, a golf partner and an acquaintance of Agatha’s. Archie told Agatha that he no longer loved her and wanted a divorce. She was devastated, unable to eat or sleep. Her sole source of comfort seems to have been a wire-haired terrier called Peter.


Returning to Styles, they sought to bring about a reconciliation. Divorce in the 1920s was both difficult and a disgrace. However, Archie soon moved back to his club, seeing Nancy at the weekends in the company of friends to keep the scandal to a minimum. Meanwhile, Agatha was so distraught that she could not work.


On 3 December 1926, she persuaded her secretary and Rosalind’s nurse Charlotte Fisher – known as Carlo – to take the day off. When Carlo returned that evening, she found the garage doors open. The maids said that Mrs Christie had driven off at around eleven o’clock that evening. At six the following morning, her car was found abandoned in some bushes at Newlands Corner, around an hour’s drive away.


Before she had left Wentworth, she had removed her wedding ring and kissed Rosalind goodnight. She had also left a note for Carlo, telling her to cancel a booking she had made with a boarding house in Yorkshire where she had planned to stay with Archie. But Archie had already made other plans. He was going to stay at some friends’ house in Surrey with Nancy.


Carlo called him. By the time he returned to Styles, the newspapers had got the story and the house was besieged. Archie had little time for the press or the police, but Carlo gave an interview every day to the Daily Mail, Agatha’s favourite paper. Meanwhile, the newspapers scoured the countryside for leads.


Witnesses had seen a woman answering Agatha’s description on the night she had disappeared having trouble with her car. The police presumed that she had crashed it then, in a dazed and confused state, got lost in the woods. Local streams and ponds were dragged, but nothing was found.


Other witnesses said that she had been seen with a well-dressed man of about thirty-two. The theory circulated that she had gone into hiding with a young companion. The water was further muddied when it was discovered that Archie’s brother had received a letter from her, postmarked ‘London SW, 9.45, December 4’. However he misplaced it and did not find it again until 8 December, five days after Agatha had disappeared. The newspapers reported that in it, Agatha had said that she was going to a spa town in Yorkshire to rest and recuperate. However, The Times reported that the Surrey Police had been in touch with their counterparts in Yorkshire and were convinced that she was not in that county.


Fresh theories abounded, including one that Mrs Christie had suffered some sort of psychological breakdown and was subconsciously playing out the plot from some forthcoming novel.


By the end of the week, the newspapers discovered that there had been problems in the Christie’s marriage and that Agatha had been depressed since the death of her mother. On 10 December, Archie told the Daily Mail that Agatha had mentioned the possibility of disappearing at will. This was what he thought had happened, he said; at least he comforted himself with the thought. He dismissed the idea that his wife had committed suicide even though her books demonstrated that she was thoroughly familiar with poison.


On 12 December some 5,000 volunteers, many with dogs, made another search of the area around Newlands Corner. An aeroplane circled overheard and the local beauty spot, Silent Pool, was dragged again and divers were brought in. The newspapers were now offering a reward for anyone who could find the missing crime writer. This brought in bogus sightings from all over the country. Reporters were now linking the Christie case to the disappearance of other young women and fellow crime writer Edgar Wallace was brought in to comment. In the Daily Mail he reasoned that if she was not dead of shock or exposure in the vicinity of where her car was found, she must be alive and well, probably in London, though she may have lost her memory. Dorothy L. Sayers concurred in the Daily News, while Sir Arthur Conan Doyle told the Morning Post that Christie would soon be found.


On Tuesday 14 December, Agatha Christie was spotted in the Winter Garden Ballroom of the Hydropathic Hotel in the Yorkshire spa town of Harrogate by two musicians in the dance band. They reported the matter to the West Riding Police in the hope of collecting the reward.


The Surrey Police contacted Carlo, but she could not leave Rosalind. She called Archie who took the train from King’s Cross to make the identification. In the hotel, the police stationed themselves in an alcove by the lift. When Christie came downstairs for dinner, she crossed the lobby to pick up an evening paper that was carrying the story of her disappearance. Archie approached her. She held out her hand as if greeting an acquaintance.


‘Hello,’ she said. ‘My name is Neele, Mrs Teresa Neele.’


It was the name she had used when she had checked into the hotel on 4 December. Once the identification was confirmed, she was taken by Archie to Abney Hall, where she would be safe from reporters.


Examined by doctors it seems that she could not remember anything between leaving Styles on 3 December and being greeted by Archie in the Hydropathic Hotel. What she was doing on the night she went missing has never been determined. Nor is it known how she travelled the three-and-a-half miles between Newlands Corner and Guildford, where she caught the milk train to Waterloo.


There she had cup of tea at the buffet and wrote the letter to Archie’s brother. At Waterloo, she saw a poster advertising a spa in Yorkshire. She had blood on her face and her arm ached, so she assumed she was heading there for therapy.


Not only did she have money from a small cheque Carlo had cashed for her, she was also carrying a money belt – her grandmother had always advised her to carry extra cash in case of emergencies. At Whiteleys department store, she bought a cloth coat, a small travel case and some toiletries.


Then she took the train to Harrogate, reaching the Harrogate Hydro around 7 p.m. – before the story of the missing novelist had been reported in the newspapers or broadcast on the evening news. She registered with the hotel as ‘Mrs Neele, of Cape Town, SA’. In the pre-Christmas season, the hotel was not full and she was given a small room with a basin and an easy chair. When the maid brought her breakfast, she covered her face as if hiding a bruise.


At Abney Hall, Agatha was persuaded to see a psychiatrist. She cavilled at this, but as she had caused so much distress and worry she reluctantly agreed and took a flat in West Kensington to be handy for Harley Street. With the aid of the psychiatrist, Agatha recalled that she had played bridge with fellow guests at the Hydro and even discussed the whereabouts of the rogue novelist. Staff noticed the similarity between their guest and the missing writer, but the management asked them to be discreet.


After a few days, she began to worry that her money would soon be exhausted, so on Saturday 11 December she put a small ad in The Times asking for ‘friends and relatives of Theresa Neele, late of South Africa’ to contact her, giving a box number. She never explained why she called herself Theresa Neele, except that she knew someone named Theresa in Torquay; Neele was the name of the woman her husband had left her for.


Because the two musicians who had identified her had gone to the police rather than the newspapers, they had not received the reward. However, Archie later gave them each a silver pencil in gratitude for their discretion.


Once the news of Agatha Christie’s discovery had hit the ‘stop press’ column of the Yorkshire Post, the Hydro was mobbed by reporters. The Daily Mail even had a special train standing by to whisk her to London if she agreed to give them an exclusive. Archie was eventually persuaded to talk to one representative of the press, but only gave him a prepared statement about his wife’s loss of memory. Most of the press were fooled when a limousine pulled up at the front entrance. But a photographer from the Daily Mail got the scoop when Agatha and Archie were bundled out of the back.


More reporters and photographers tried to beard them at Leeds, but the Christies were soon safe behind the gates of Abney Hall. Disturbingly, when Agatha was reunited with Rosalind she did not seem to recognize her own daughter. Meanwhile, a cynical public wrote it off as a publicity stunt, though few writers had done less to court publicity.
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THE QUEEN OF CRIME


The controversy over The Mystery of Roger Ackroyd and her mysterious disappearance made Agatha Christie public property. A chronically shy person, she was an unwilling celebrity. Meanwhile, her private life was in tatters.


Uncertain about her future, she was also short of money – and unable to write. However, she put together the last twelve stories from the Sketch and reworked them as a novel, The Big Four.


By then she was living with Carlo and Rosalind in Chelsea, still believing that her marriage could be resuscitated. However, Archie believed that only marriage to Nancy would make him happy and Agatha reluctantly agreed to a divorce. She felt the shame of it intensely and, afterwards, never took communion in church again. However, she continued to write using her married name.


Encouraged by Carlo and her brother-in-law James Watt, she took Carlo and Rosalind to the Canary Islands where she forced herself to complete The Mystery of the Blue Train. The murder victim, heiress Ruth Kettering, has an unhappy marriage. The heroine, Katherine Grey, is another young independent woman in her thirties that Agatha enjoyed portraying. However, she did not like the book, while the critics enjoyed the return of Hercule Poirot to top form. It was dedicated to Carlo and Peter.


Rosalind was then sent to the boarding school Benenden in Kent, which later provided the backdrop for Cat Among the Pigeons. To pay the bills, Christie wrote the thriller The Seven Dials Mystery, where she resurrected Lady Eileen ‘Bundle’ Brent and Superintendent Battle from The Secret of Chimneys, and Partners in Crime. This was a collection of short stories featuring Tommy Beresford and Tuppence from The Secret Adversary – six years on and now married. They are now professional sleuths and in each story they parody the various detective teams known to readers in the 1920s.


Agatha was now the consummate writer, noting down ideas for stories on anything that came to hand. Newspapers and magazines were keen to serialize her work and money from her books came rolling in.


Then she made a new departure. As Mary Westmacott, she wrote Giant’s Bread about a composer, Vernon Deyre, struggling to master the new forms of artistic expression that appeared after the First World War.


She then considered going to the West Indies to enjoy the sunshine there. Instead she headed for Baghdad after discovering that she could get there on the Orient Express. Agatha travelled alone, finding herself courted by numerous gentleman passengers. To escape the stifling expat community in Baghdad she travelled on to the ancient city of Ur, at the time being excavated by Leonard Woolley, who had previously worked alongside T. E. Lawrence – Lawrence of Arabia – on digs in Syria. There she was befriended by Woolley’s wife Katharine, the kind of sexual tease who would appear in her future stories.


Back in London, Agatha bought a small mews cottage in Chelsea, while Edmund Cork negotiated a six-book deal with Collins, again upping the advance, increasing the royalty and holding back the foreign rights which were now in demand. She also wrote the ‘Mr Quin’ stories for magazines, teaming Harley Quin with the snobbish Mr Satterthwaite. A collection was published in 1930 as The Mysterious Mr Quin and it is said that Quin and Satterthwaite became her favourite characters. That year she also created Miss Marple in The Murder at the Vicarage.


Hercule Poirot had already taken to the stage in Alibi, which was adapted from The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. Charles Laughton was cast in the role. Christie thought him too fat for the part. Neither was she happy with The Passing of Mr Quin, a silent film based on her short story ‘The Coming of Mr Quin’, or the German movie Die Abenteuer GmbH – or ‘Adventure Inc.’ – based on The Secret Adversary. So in 1929, she sat down to write her first play, Black Coffee, which proved to be a success.


Returning to Ur, she found that twenty-five-year-old archaeologist Max Mallowan had joined the digging party. He had become Katharine Woolley’s favourite. One of his duties became showing Agatha around. She was nearly forty, but Max was not intimidated by being around successful women. On a trip to Baghdad, they took a dip together in a salt lake. Then on the way back, their car got stuck in the desert. After they were rescued, they had to spend the night together in a police station, occupying adjacent cells. Afterwards, with the Woolleys, Max and Agatha travelled to Greece.


Although every inch an Englishman, Max Mallowan’s father was Austrian; his mother was born in Paris, the daughter of an opera singer. Educated at the English public school Lancing College, he emulated Evelyn Waugh, a senior boy in his house, and became a rebel. He then read classics at New College, Oxford.


From Athens, they took the train home. However, when they alighted in Milan, it went on without them and they had to chase after it in an expensive hire car. So by the time they reached Paris to meet his mother, they were penniless.


In London, Max found a job at the British Museum, while Agatha went to Ashfield with Rosalind. They met up again at Agatha’s house in Chelsea when she came to London to meet her American publishers. Soon after, he was invited to Ashfield for the weekend. After strenuous walks on Dartmoor, on the last night of his stay, he knocked on Agatha’s bedroom door, sat down on the end of her bed and asked her to marry him.


She refused him. He was fifteen years her junior and a Catholic. Besides, Agatha admitted, she was ‘afraid of being hurt’. After a flurry of correspondence, she changed her mind. Did she mind spending the rest of her life ‘digging up the dead’? he asked, referring to his career in archaeology. ‘I adore corpses and stiffs,’ she replied.


Their different faiths proved no obstacle. When Max discovered that the Catholic church would not recognize his marriage, he abandoned his religion.


To avoid the attention of the press, they kept their engagement secret. The banns were read on the Isle of Skye and the wedding took place in Edinburgh. They honeymooned in Venice, before travelling down the Dalmatian coast. Arriving in Greece, they visited Delphi, then trekked around other ancient sites, leading Agatha to think, briefly, that Max was too young and fit for her.


Although Agatha became ill, Max headed on to Ur without her. She eventually took a train back to London. Max was already planning to move to a new dig at Nineveh and, when he returned to London, she had moved to Campden Hill to be on a direct tube line to the British Museum. In the meantime, they kept in touch by letter. She informed him of her latest attempts at drawing, her studies of the latest scientific and mathematical theories which had proved vital in the creation of Black Coffee and pictures of her latest attempts at pottery. He replied with a reading list concerning his forthcoming archaeological endeavours.


In 1931, Agatha joined Dorothy L. Sayers and other crime writers in producing serials for the BBC where each writer in turn read their episode. These were Behind the Screen and The Scoop. She also contributed a chapter to the collaborative novel The Floating Admiral with other members of the Detection Club, set up in the 1920s to maintain the standard of crime fiction. G. K. Chesterton provided a prologue. However, these ventures did not bring in the money she could command when she wrote alone.


In 1931, she returned to the supernatural with The Sittaford Mystery, which begins with a séance. It also intruded into her short stories written for magazines that appeared in the collection The Hound of Death in 1933. She cleverly managed to write tales that appealed to both believers and sceptics.


She returned to Ur for the end of the digging season and, after visiting Persia, Agatha and Max headed back to England via the Soviet Union where she indulged her taste for caviar.
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