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About the Book

A passionate and accomplished writer, Laura Thompson now turns her highly acclaimed biographical skills to Agatha Christie. Arguably the greatest crime writer in the world, thirty years after her death Christie’s books still sell over four million copies worldwide a year.

Thompson describes the Edwardian world in which she grew up, explores the relationships she had, including those with her two husbands and daughter, and investigates the mysteries still surrounding Christie’s life – including her disappearance in 1926.

Agatha Christie is a mystery and writing about her is a detection job in itself. But, with access to all of Christie’s letters, papers and writing notebooks, as well as interviews with her grandson, daughter, son-in-law and their living relations, Thompson is able to unravel not only the detailed workings of Christies detective fiction, but the truth behind her private life as well.


To Vinny, my friend, O.F.D.

1992–2006


‘The one thing people never forget is the unsolved. Nothing lasts like a mystery.’

from The Ebony Tower, by John Fowles



The Villa at Torquay


‘Between the ages of 5 and 12 years old, I led a wonderfully happy life’

(from a letter written by Agatha Christie in 1973)

‘I remembered another thing – Robert saying that there had been no bad fairies at Rupert St Loo’s christening. I had asked him afterwards what he meant and he had replied, “Well, if there’s not one bad fairy – where’s your story?”’

(from The Rose and the Yew Tree, by Agatha Christie writing as Mary Westmacott)



It is a steep climb up Barton Road in Torquay, and at the top there is nothing to be seen. Here stood the house in which Agatha Christie was born. Now only imagination can bring it back to life.

All her life Agatha was in love with her own childhood, and her family home Ashfield was the arena of her childhood dreams. She continued to dream about the house all her life. When it was demolished in the 1960s, twenty years after it had been sold – perhaps as proof that she had finally grown up? – she cried like a child.

Walking up the road it is hard to grasp the past, because there is so little of it left. Barton Road is out of the town proper, but this has not protected it from modern England: gimcrack college buildings, a wholesale and import warehouse, a school and a block of council flats now line the hill that led to Ashfield. A couple of bungalows stand on the approximate site of Agatha’s house. A path beside them leads to a secret triangle of earth, bounded by a rocky wall; might it once have been an edge of her garden? It is possible. Here, in the cool dark corner around a tree stump, may have been the Dogs’ Cemetery in which the family pets – including Tony the Yorkshire terrier, Agatha’s first dog – were buried beneath little headstones.

So imagination works on this hidden piece of Torquay, and on the scratchy cry of seagulls, which would have been as familiar to Agatha as her own name, and on the unchanged shape of Barton Road, the sense of her walking up and down with the breeze in her hair and her ribs heaving joyfully. As a child, hand in hand with her nurse; later, laced tight into corsets and trailing a handsome skirt whose hem was thick with dirt. To climb that hill, in a corset! It was here that her first husband, Archie Christie, came chugging on his motorbike in search of the cool, slim girl he had fallen for at a dance near Exeter; he sat and took tea with Agatha’s mother and waited for her to trip home from across the road. She had been playing badminton at Rooklands, one of the handful of houses that stood, like her own, within its own relaxed grounds. That was her world then. Those were the years of Edwardian serenity. Summer followed summer in a long haze: sloping lawns were shadowed with tea tables, with the arch of croquet hoops, with the soft droop of picture hats. The air smelled rose-sweet, and happiness was an easy business. Agatha Christie never lost the sense of those years; they always remained inside her.

From the top of Barton Road one looks down at Torquay, the rise and fall of its seven hills, the curved sweep of bay with the sea gleaming beyond. This is the view – part revealing, part hidden – that Agatha would have known and loved, so well that when she travelled the world with Archie, in the 1920s, she wrote back to her mother that South Africa was ‘like all really beautiful places, just like Torquay!’.

That place no longer exists. The Torquay of Agatha’s youth was configurative, complete; an elegant land of its own with its crescents and terraces, its huge pale villas shrouded amid trees and hills, its rituals and structures and distant wildness. It was a watering-place, gently restorative, the kind of town at which people arrived carrying letters of introduction. In summer the local newspaper published weekly lists of the names of holiday visitors, and it was said that these read like the Almanack de Gotha. The resident families were of Agatha’s own class: middle, tending towards upper. This homogeneity was precious. Around her, all was protection and stasis. Within, therefore, her imagination could go free.

Could it have conjured the Torquay of the twenty-first century? In the years after the war Agatha had a respectful terror of social change and, in some ways, she was as much of a realist about life as her old lady detective, Miss Marple, who always expects the worst and is usually right to do so. But Agatha was also a woman of deep faith, in God and human nature. Could she, then, have foreseen the gleeful rupture within England that would rip the heart from her birthplace?

Torquay’s handsome Fleet Walk splashed with lurid shop fronts; the proud Strand colonised by bare-chested inebriates; the 1851 town hall now a branch of Tesco; the old bank, with its pale gold stone façade, now Banx Café Bar; the elegant 1912 seafront Pavilion now a shopping mall; the palm trees shrivelling outside Mambo nightclub; the calm creamy villas advertising Vacancies and Cantonese food; the junkies and asylum-seekers lurching along Higher Union Street, where Agatha’s father had bought china for Ashfield … modernity blurring every proud shape, the change in England writ large here because Torquay is a place of pleasure, and pleasure is what now defines us. Agatha believed in pleasure too: she loved ease and respite and idleness. But she would have doubted Miss Marple’s other creed – that ‘the new world was the same as the old’, that ‘human beings were the same as they had always been’1 – when she saw the holidaymakers and their urgency for sensation, their burgers belched into the sun and their bottles swung like lances. She had begun to doubt the future in one of her last books, Passenger to Frankfurt, which she wrote in her late seventies:


What a world it was nowadays … Everything used the whole time to arouse emotion. Discipline? Restraint? None of these things counted for anything any more. Nothing mattered but to feel.

What sort of a world … could that make?



It made the England of today: bored, violent, decadent. It made a society with no sense of order, of cause and effect, of history. And Agatha had foreseen this, although she had not entirely believed that it would come to pass: ‘Can this be England? Is England really like this? One feels – no – not yet, but it could be.’2 In fact Passenger to Frankfurt ends with an affirmation in ‘hope’, ‘faith’ and ‘benevolence’. So Agatha would have been shocked and grieved by the twenty-first century. She would have mourned the town in which she had dreamed, loved, run up hills with Tony the dog, lost her virginity to Archie Christie, become a writer. Above all she would have been saddened by the new English joylessness, for life to her was a sacred gift.

In Torquay Agatha is everywhere – the shops, the museum – and yet she is nowhere. What she was, what made her, no longer exists. Only in flickering moments does one glimpse a girl in a white dress, skipping through shadowy sunlit streets, her head full of mysteries. No mystery greater than this one: that in an England apparently bent upon destroying everything she believed and embodied, Agatha Christie remains never more popular. The paradox would have intrigued her.

Then she would have contemplated her dinner and her garden, and retired to the world of her mind.

That was where she lived, throughout much of her childhood: in her imagination, within Ashfield. The two were indissoluble. Every corner, every shadow of her home was magical to her. She loved it with a child’s directness; but also with an adult depth, seeming to intuit the sadness in love, the knowledge of impermanence that makes happiness so intense. She had an elegiac instinct. Unusually for a child, she had an overview. Even as she was steeped in their warm stillness, she sensed the ending of the eternal summers; and turned every moment of them into instant memory.

‘There is no Joy like Joy in dreams …’ wrote the adult Agatha Christie,3 surely remembering how Ashfield had been hallowed by the visions that came to her in sleep:


the dream fields at the bottom of the garden … the secret rooms inside her own home. Sometimes you got to them through the pantry – sometimes, in the most unexpected way, they led out of Daddy’s study. But there they were all the time – although you had forgotten them for so long. Each time you had a delighted thrill of recognition. And yet, really, each time they were quite different. But there was always that curious secret joy about finding them …



This is from Unfinished Portrait, published in 1934, one of the six novels she wrote under the name of Mary Westmacott. It is as close to her own story as the autobiography that was published posthumously. Many of the same childhood tales are told in both books, yet Unfinished Portrait feels closer to the truth of that time. It is written with a yearning quality, suffused with the love she felt for a past that had been wrenched from her eight years earlier; the wounds still weep on the page.

Agatha never lost the ability to experience the world through a child’s eyes (‘… in a great many years time, when you are still a child, as you always will be …’ wrote her second husband, Max Mallowan, in a letter of 1930).4 She retained both her memories and her direct sense of how these memories felt. Nothing was ever more alive to her. The first Westmacott, Giant’s Bread (also 1930), has a boy, Vernon Deyre, as its protagonist, but much of his early life is a replication of Agatha’s.


A new nursemaid came, a thin white girl with protruding eyes. Her name was Isabel, but she was called Susan as being More Suitable. This puzzled Vernon very much. He asked Nurse for an explanation.

… ‘There are people who when they christen their children set themselves up to ape their betters.’

The word ‘ape’ had a distracting influence on Vernon. Apes were monkeys. Did people christen their children at the zoo?



As Agatha did, Vernon has waking dreams; like this one, which flourished in the infinity of the garden at Ashfield.


Mr Green was like God in that you couldn’t see him, but to Vernon he was very real … The great thing about Mr Green was that he played – he loved playing. Whatever game Vernon thought of, that was just the game that Mr Green loved to play. There were other points about him. He had, for instance, a hundred children. And three others … They were called by the three most beautiful names that Vernon knew: Poodle, Squirrel and Tree.

Vernon was, perhaps, a lonely little boy, but he never knew it. Because, you see, he had Mr Green and Poodle, Squirrel, and Tree to play with.



Agatha never thought of herself as lonely. Such an idea would not have occurred to her. She treasured solitude and the space it gave her for other lives. She also treasured privacy; when she overheard her nurse discussing one of her earliest imaginary games with a housemaid (‘Oh she plays that she’s a kitten with some other kittens’), she was upset ‘to the core’. She had cast a delicate spell over her home. Secrecy preserved the magic, and a photograph of Agatha as a child shows a face full of secrets: a stubborn little fairy girl, seated on a wicker chair in her enchanted garden.

‘I was to know every tree in it, and attach a special meaning to each tree …’5

All her life she saw Ashfield through those child’s eyes. Her detective novel The Hollow describes a house, Ainswick, that represents vanished happiness to the characters in the book and has a garden filled with Ashfield’s trees.


There was a magnolia that almost covered one window and which filled the room with a golden green light in the afternoons. Through the other window you looked out on to the lawn and a tall Wellingtonia stood up like a sentinel. And to the right was a big copper beech.

Oh Ainswick – Ainswick …



What did Ashfield look like? A large villa, comfortable, not grand, with a fine lawn leading to a small wood. A family home. Photographs, pink-tinged and poignant, show it to have been a mass of harmonious accretions. Part two-storey, part three-, it had several chimneys, generous windows that reached down to the garden, and a porch shadowy with creeper. A conservatory, filled with palm trees, was a sultry hothouse in those days of heavy clothes. There was also a greenhouse – ‘called, I don’t know why, K.K.’ – which housed a rocking-horse named Mathilde, and a small painted horse and cart named Truelove. Agatha wrote about these in her last book, Postern of Fate, in which she lets the conventions of detective fiction slip away and walks, free as a ghost, into her past. As with all her late writing the book was spoken into a Dictaphone;6 her voice, in a brief recording, is cracked and vibrant with memory. Mathilde is described as ‘looking forlorn and forsaken’, with her mane fallen out and one ear broken, but when a character in the book jumps on her back she races back and forward in the same old way. ‘Got action, hasn’t it?’ ‘Yes, it’s got action.’

A few years before she wrote Postern of Fate, Agatha received a letter from an old Torquay friend. ‘Our gardens, yours and mine, were magical places … How sad that Barton Road is so changed, and that houses have been built over Ashfield.’7 And yet, for all its charm, Ashfield did not compare with the home that Agatha would later make her own in Devon. The white Georgian perfection of Greenway, set like a pale jewel above the river Dart, was as magical in truth as the dream house that she had made of Ashfield. And for all that the child Agatha loved her home, she was always looking beyond its limits. ‘I wanted’, she wrote in her autobiography, ‘above everything in the world, to be the Lady Agatha one day.’ Within this lay a desire, not to do with snobbery, to inhabit the numinous place that hovered at the edges of her imagination. ‘Something you want so much that you don’t quite know what it is,’ she wrote of the perfect house in one of her last novels, Endless Night. ‘The thing that mattered most to me. Funny that a house could mean that.’

In Giant’s Bread the young boy does not live at Ashfield: he is heir to a house called Abbots Puissant, which is of ineffable, ancient beauty. In another of the Westmacotts, The Rose and the Yew Tree, the heroine Isabella is as one with her home, St Loo Castle: ‘medieval, severe and austere’. Agatha longed to walk through a world of that kind and call it her own. With Greenway she would do so, in a sense; but not the Isabella sense. She was at once too middle-class and too much of a thinker. The very mind that could dream up a St Loo Castle would prevent her, always, from losing herself in its reality.

No doubt her inner life would have developed less freely had she been born into a different kind of family. Perhaps it would not have existed at all. But the Millers of Torquay were not as conventional as their appearance suggested, and the dynamic of the family left Agatha protected yet separate, which was ideal for the growth of her particular personality.

Agatha Mary Clarissa was the last of three children, born on 15 September 1890, eleven years after her sister Margaret (Madge) and ten after her brother Louis Montant (Monty). Her father, Frederick, was far too much the gentleman to interfere in his children’s inner lives. Clarissa, her mother, whose inquisitiveness would have been far greater, had the instinctive wisdom of knowing just how much of this interest to show. Clara – as she was known – was like the nurse who attends Vernon in Giant’s Bread, to whom ‘he was able to speak of Poodle, Squirrel and Tree, and of Mr Green and the hundred children. And instead of saying “What a funny game!” Nurse Frances merely inquired whether the hundred children were girls or boys …’

Clara was, in fact, an original. Her influence upon Agatha – both by omission and involvement – was almost absolute. A distinguished-looking little person, with the near-black eyes of a clever bird, she was the centre of the Ashfield world, the person who made imagination both possible and safe. She was also, probably, the love of Agatha’s life.

Written eight years after Clara’s death, Unfinished Portrait is a testament to that love: a hymn of desperate loss. Agatha spares herself nothing in the book. ‘Oh, Mummy – Mummy …’ she writes, missing the mother who is on holiday abroad; and the pathos of eight-year-old Celia is also that of Agatha in her forties, longing still for Clara.

‘In the evening, after Susan had given Celia [Agatha’s fictional self] her bath, Mummy would come into the nursery to give Celia a “last tuck”. “Mummy’s tuck”, Celia would call it, and she would try to lie very still so that “Mummy’s tuck” should still be there in the morning.’

Clara’s understanding of her daughter – the ‘queer, luminous, searching look’ that she would bend upon her – is almost total; certainly in Agatha’s eyes. This is shown by a story, also told in the autobiography, of an episode in France in 1896, when Agatha was on an expedition with her father. A guide, thinking to please her, had pinned a live butterfly to her straw hat.


Celia was miserable. She could feel the wings of the butterfly fluttering against her hat. It was alive – alive. Skewered on a pin! She felt sick and miserable. Large tears gathered in her eyes and rolled down her cheeks.

At last her father noticed.

‘What’s the matter, poppet?’

Celia shook her head. Her sobs increased … how could she say what was the matter? It would hurt the guide’s feelings terribly. He had meant to be kind. He had caught the butterfly specially for her. He had been so proud of his idea in pinning it to her hat. How could she say out loud that she didn’t like it? And now nobody would ever, ever understand! The wind made the butterfly’s wings flap more than ever …

Mummy would understand. But she couldn’t tell Mummy. They were all looking at her – waiting for her to speak. A terrible agony welled up in her breast. She gazed dumbly, agonisingly, at her mother. ‘Help me,’ that gaze said. ‘Oh, do help me.’

Miriam [Clara] gazed back at her.

‘I believe she doesn’t like that butterfly in her hat,’ she said. ‘Who pinned it there?’



Clara, too, had a wildly vital inner life. But hers, unlike Agatha’s, was born of insecurity rather than protection.

She was born in 1854 to a glamorous army captain, Frederick Boehmer, who at the age of thirty-six had fallen for a beautiful girl of not quite seventeen, Mary Ann West. After twelve years of marriage and four children, Captain Boehmer, then stationed in Jersey, was killed in a fall from his horse, leaving Mary Ann a young and impoverished widow. At almost exactly the same time, Mary Ann’s older sister Margaret made a less romantic, more lucrative marriage to an American widower, much older than herself, named Nathaniel Frary Miller. Mary Ann was in dire straits; Margaret immediately offered to take one of the four children off her sister’s hands. Clara – the only girl, then aged nine – was handed over.

Agatha was fascinated by the story of these West sisters, orphan girls who were taken in by relations, the Kelseys, in the early nineteenth century, and raised on their farm in Sussex. As a child she was told lots of tales about her ancestry. She loved to hear about ‘the Kelseys at Primsted Farm’ and the rich Crowder cousins, of whom the Wests were jealous ‘as they always had real lace on their drawers’.8 Particularly alive to her was the story of Mary Ann and Captain Frederick. Perhaps because it had become for her a poignant ideal of faithful romance, she wrote her own version of it to her second husband, Max Mallowan, in a letter of 1944:


[My grandmother] was married at 16 (‘They say you’re too young to marry me, Polly’. ‘I’ll run away with you tomorrow if they won’t let me marry you’) to a handsome Army officer twenty years older than she was …

She was exceptionally lovely – people stopped to stare after her in the street – she was left with hardly any money and had to do fine embroidery and sewing to support and educate her children. At least three of her husband’s brother officers wanted to marry her – two of them well-off men. Economically it would have been desirable. But she refused everybody – certainly never had a lover – and up to the age of seventy steadfastly declared it was her wish her body should be taken to Jersey when she died and buried with her husband there …9



In fact her three sons – Harry, Ernest and Frederick – prevailed in their wish for Mary Ann to be buried in England, so that they could visit her grave. What her daughter thought on the subject is not known. It is a modern freedom to criticise one’s parents, and it would not have occurred to Clara – in some ways very typical of her era – to shun the mother who had given her away. She was a buttoned-up little girl, solitary like Agatha but lonely with it, wandering through her sickly uncle’s house clasping a copy of her favourite book, King of the Golden River. She had suffered a good deal, being sent away. Yet her behaviour towards Mary Ann was always utterly correct. In her twenties she wrote a poem ‘To Mother’ full of irreproachable sentiment: ‘Love is the angel who … guards the path to Heaven’. It could have been written to anybody, though. The poem for her aunt Margaret is a little more personal, and dutifully praises ‘A character of worth, Beloved by all around …’

Agatha writes in her autobiography that Mary Ann could scarcely be blamed for what she did, that she probably gave Clara away because she thought a girl needed help in life while boys could make their own luck. Yet Clara always believed that her mother simply loved her less. She was too sensitive to withstand the rejection.


I think the resentment she felt, the deep hurt at being unwanted, coloured her attitude to life. It made her distrustful of herself and suspicious of people’s affection. Her aunt was a kindly woman, good-humoured and generous, but she was imperceptive of a child’s feelings. My mother had all the so-called advantages of a comfortable home and a good education – what she lost and what nothing could replace was the carefree life with her brothers in her own home …



This is a recurring theme in Agatha’s writing, the need for children to be brought up in their own surroundings, the damage that is done to them when they are given away (or, as in Ordeal by Innocence, sold for a hundred pounds: ‘The humiliation – the pain – he’d never got over it’). It lies at the heart of The Mirror Crack’d from Side to Side and The Mousetrap; it is touched on elsewhere; and it is always treated with the same seriousness. It was Agatha’s nature to feel Clara’s emotions as if they were her own. Indeed, such was her love for her mother, she may have experienced greater agony than Clara herself ever did when, many years later, she wrote this speech for a female character in Mrs. McGinty’s Dead:


‘There was a woman writing in the paper the other day … A really stupid letter. Asking what was best to do – to let your child be adopted by someone who could give it every advantage … or whether to keep it when you couldn’t give it advantages of any kind. I think that’s stupid – really stupid. If you can just give a child enough to eat – that’s all that matters.

‘… I ought to know … My mother parted with me and I had every advantage, as they call it. And it’s always hurt – always – always – to know that you weren’t really wanted, that your mother could let you go … I wouldn’t part with my children – not for all the advantages in the world!’



These are Agatha’s thoughts, of course, and they would never have been voiced in this way by Clara. But there is no doubt that Clara’s childhood experience affected her, in particular her relationship with her daughters.

It also played its part in her marriage. Margaret and her husband had no children of their own but Nathaniel, from his first marriage, had a son named Frederick. He was eight years Clara’s senior and a real New Yorker, albeit with a Swiss education, a Frenchman’s worldliness, an English sense of protocol and an entrée into the wildly select Union Club. He was an American straight out of The Age of Innocence, that is to say one who aspired to sacred Europeanism; but he was an American all the same and had something free within – an openness, a ribaldry, a refusal to take himself seriously – that was not of the Victorian world. Agatha was proud of her American blood and, as an old woman on a visit to New York, was adamant that she should visit the Brooklyn graves of her Miller relations, even though she had never met them. She, too, would prove to have a more open spirit than Torquay might have allowed: there was fresh air in her blood as well as her lungs.

The Miller fortune had been made in America but it had interests in Manchester. So after their marriage Nathaniel and Margaret settled in Cheshire, where Frederick – a fond son – would visit them, trailing a haze of cosmopolitanism and frankly dazzling the sad little Clara.

That she should have married him, in 1878, is a fairy story; a romance to rival that of Mary Ann Boehmer, except that there is a very faint air of patronage about the way in which Frederick abandoned his gay flirtations (with Winston Churchill’s mother, among others) and proposed to his dear faithful cousin, whose soul he had set on fire years earlier with his careless praise for her ‘lovely eyes’. Shades of Sonia in Uncle Vanya? ‘When a girl is plain everybody says, you have lovely hair, you have lovely eyes …’ Clara was not a beauty; indeed she turned down Frederick’s first proposal because she felt herself to be ‘dumpy’. But she had a remarkable character – far more powerful than that of her charming husband – and this, in the end, would redress the imbalances in their marriage.

During her engagement, though, she wrote poems to ‘F.A.M.’ (Frederick Alvah Miller), which show her brimful of passionate, anxious gratitude.


God in Heaven listen to me, Listen to my whisper’d prayer

Make me worthy, though so lowly, All his love and life to share.



There is also an odd, frequently struck note of fear: ‘Keep him safe from every evil, And temptation’s treacherous power.’ Clearly she was aware of her husband’s rakish past – ‘He quickly loved o’er face and flower, With careless listless will’ – and alert to the possibilities of repeat performances. Her poems, written in a conscientious hand in an ‘Album’ bought at Whiteleys, return continually to the apprehension of betrayal:


Oh God! was it only a fancy

That dream of my maiden life

Is this the once wonderful hero

Who won me for his wife?



In fact there is no reason to think that Frederick – who made occasional little changes to the poems, so knew perfectly well their serious substance – was anything but a faithful husband. But the loss of certainty as a child had prepared Clara to expect the worst; in this she was utterly unlike Agatha, the happiness of whose early life prepared her for nothing. ‘Some people are wise – they never expect to be happy. I did,’ she wrote later, in The Hollow.

A good deal of her childhood happiness came from Agatha’s sense that her parents’ marriage was serene and stable. Yet Unfinished Portrait, as always, understands more about the realities than she knew at the time. ‘It isn’t always wise – to care too much. It’s a thorn in your side always,’ says ‘Miriam’ to her daughter. And, later:


‘Don’t ever leave your husband too long alone, Celia. Remember, a man forgets …’

‘Father would never have looked at anyone but you.’

Her mother answered musingly.

‘No, perhaps he wouldn’t. But I was always on the look out. There was a parlour maid – a big handsome girl – the type I had often heard your father admire. She was handing him the hammer and some nails. As she did it she put her hand over his. I saw her. Your father hardly noticed – he just looked surprised … But I sent that girl away – at once.’



Frederick, meanwhile, had all the unassailable self-confidence of his class, which was subtly above that of Clara (the girl in Mrs. McGinty’s Dead is also enabled, by her adoption, to marry a gentleman). He was no oil painting: photographs show him to have been a fat, bearded man looking years older than his real age, with the heavy, sleepy eyes inherited by Agatha. But he seems to have been liked by everybody who knew him. In her autobiography Agatha writes, of the happy atmosphere at Ashfield, that it was ‘largely due to my father’.

He spent his life doing nothing. As a young man he was a socialite, in middle age a gentleman of leisure. ‘He never was in business, having inherited a very comfortable fortune from his father,’ read a testimonial sent from the Union Club to the American ambassador when Agatha was eighteen, about to come out in society. ‘That I can vouch for him in the highest terms, is putting it mildly, and it would seem as if the daughter, Miss Agatha Miller, was in every way entitled to be presented.’

For all that she worshipped her quick, clever mother, Agatha had an irresistible admiration for Frederick’s easy charm. His was the class to which she always felt herself to belong, although in adulthood she had neither his social manner nor his gift for indolence. But ‘I cannot see what is morally right about working,’ she pronounced in an interview in 1964.10 ‘My father was a gentleman of substance, and never did a hand’s turn in his life, and he was a most agreeable man.’

He was also a fool, although not intellectually stupid by any means. He knew exactly the worth of the people around him, but it was not in his nature to present to them anything other than his ‘agreeable’ front. No doubt to show willing to his family he produced a couple of short stories; these had something of his daughter’s instinctive insight into human nature. They also proved him a far better writer than Clara. Her bedtime tales danced with invention – Agatha was both frustrated and entranced by the way Clara would be unable to return to a story on the following night, so simply made up a new one – but her laboured writing drowned ever more deeply in Victorian convention (‘So, I was dead! This then must be my spirit, which had consciousness …’).11

Frederick’s story entitled Henry’s Engagement is a variation on his own courtship of Clara. Henry, a womanising dandy, is worshipped by Marian, who is ‘religious and high-principled’ and – like Clara – has absolutely no sense of humour. ‘Henry was very much in love, but with characteristic indolence displayed no unseemly haste in putting the momentous question. After all, there was really no hurry.’

Frederick waited until he was thirty-two before he abandoned his gay-dog life and proposed. Henry never does marry Marian, instead telling her that he has fallen for another girl whose ‘tiny hands excited Henry’s admiration. Marian’s were well-formed – but large.’ Hearing this, Marian nobly renounces him. ‘She had behaved splendidly, he would always think of her as one of the sweetest women he had ever met. The phrase pleased him …’ Frederick was kind where Henry is cold, but the story hints at the same undercurrents that run through Clara’s poetry.

Beneath her liveliness, there was always anxiety inside Clara. She burned with the passionate piety of a nun painted by Holman Hunt. Frederick took life lightly, merrily. Another story, Why Jenkins Gave a Dinner, is set in the kind of New York club that was his natural habitat: ‘the toast – “The Ladies, God Bless them!” was drunk for the 27th time’. It has Frederick’s own charm, and it also shows a certain self-knowledge.


Jimmy spent every bit of his yearly income and a little over with a sublime disregard for the future. He was greatly liked by his club associates … It is true that one of his ‘best girls’ had said that it was a pity that he had more money than brains. When this was repeated to Jimmy by some kind friends, as of course it was, that youth remarked with great good humour that the lady was perfectly right and immediately went out and sent her a costly bunch of cut roses … Although hardly a heroic character, Jimmy was an affable and lovable one.



Like Jimmy, Frederick would squander his inheritance. He did so more through laziness than wilful profligacy. Perhaps if he had returned to America with Clara, as he had intended to do after their marriage, he would have had an eye on the mismanagement of his New York investments and properties. But that was not how things happened. Instead, after a long honeymoon in Switzerland, the newly-wed Millers came to stay at the fashionable resort of Torquay, where Madge was born in January 1879. Monty followed in June 1880 on a subsequent visit to New York, then Clara returned to England while Frederick ‘attended’ to business matters. When he rejoined her at Torquay – for a year or so, as he thought – he discovered that she had bought Ashfield with the £2,000 left her by her uncle Nathaniel. It was a better use of the Miller fortune than Frederick ever made. It was also a bold, independent action that turned Clara, at a stroke, from supplicant into equal partner.

Frederick had sown his wild oats in New York; in only his mid-thirties, he settled comfortably into middle age. In this he was much encouraged by Torquay. During the Victorian era it was an even more refined place than it would become in Agatha’s youth: there was as yet no mixed bathing, no Princess Gardens in which to stroll, no Pavilion in which to hear concerts. It was a town full of the well-behaved rich and well-to-do invalids (Napoleon III had restored his health while staying at the Imperial Hotel; Elizabeth Barrett Browning had taken the waters at the Bath House on Victoria Parade). To some, it was overpoweringly genteel. ‘Torquay is such a place as I do desire to upset by dancing through it with nothing on but my spectacles,’ wrote Rudyard Kipling, not known for his Bohemianism. ‘Villas, clipped hedges, fat old ladies with respirators and obese landaus …’

But all of this suited Frederick perfectly well. He had his family home and children, whom he adored in a frank, unVictorian manner: ‘God bless you, my little Darling,’ he wrote to Agatha from New York in 1896, ‘I know you are a dear, good girl …’ Beyond that his life consisted of large meals, walks to the Royal Torbay Yacht Club, and shopping: a thick sheaf of bills shows the ease with which he spent what he believed to be a limitless income. As one now knows that the money was draining away, the exquisitely written bills have a queasy look. One pictures Frederick, perfectly dressed and shaved, smiling his way along the streets every morning to the club, unable to resist the lure of Donoghue’s or the Fine Art Repository on Victoria Parade. When in London he spent with similar abandon. There are many bills for the jewellery shops of W1, including one for £810. He also bought good furniture – five mahogany Chippendale chairs in Union Street – and rather less good paintings: clusters of oils jostled upon the walls at Ashfield, although the rooms themselves were airy and elegant. A local artist, N. J. H. Baird, was commissioned to paint Frederick, the three children, Monty’s dog and Agatha’s nurse; these pictures still hang at Greenway House. They have no great merit – ‘All of you look as if you hadn’t washed for weeks!’ was Clara’s judgement, but then of course her own portrait had not been painted – although the picture of ‘Nursie’, as she was called, has a soft Flemish warmth. ‘A really lovely painting I think,’ wrote Agatha in 1967, in reply to a woman who was cataloguing Baird’s pictures. ‘My father always thought very highly of [Baird’s] work.’12

So Frederick ambled through his life, leisurely and largo, a regal Torquay personage with his Saxe-Coburg appearance and unshakeable bonhomie. He and Clara entertained friends frequently to sumptuous dinners. He was involved in charitable amateur-dramatic performances – had a ‘most cordial reception’, according to a local newspaper, in his role as Felix Fumer in The Laughing Hyena – and acted as official scorer for the cricket club, whose ground was beyond Ashfield on Barton Road. In 1943 Agatha received a letter that began:


When ten years of age my parents lived near the Torquay Cricket Club Ground and to me there was, nor could be, any place on earth like it. I venerate its memory …

How well I remember Mr Miller! His likeness – at least I thought so, to King Edward! … In a feudal and impressive way he used to stroll on to the ground. I can see it all now as I lay on the slightly rising ground near the scoreboard with the fine red, white and black flag flying from its crest …13



Agatha would have remembered this too. She often accompanied Frederick to the cricket: ‘I was extremely proud of being allowed to help my father with the scoring and took it very seriously.’ She also learned mathematics with him, which she loved (‘I think there’s something heavenly about numbers,’ says a character in The Moving Finger), and these lessons were about as close as she came to formal education. Having sent Madge to the school in Brighton that would later become Roedean (Monty was at Harrow), Clara had the idea that Agatha should not go to school and should not learn to read until she was eight. So much for that: by the age of four Agatha had taught herself. ‘I’m afraid Miss Agatha can read, ma’am,’ Nursie explained apologetically to Clara.

There is no telling why Clara came up with this theory. Her decisions could seem arbitrary, although more often than not they were proved right, as when she bought Ashfield or when, in later years, she warned Agatha against marrying her first husband, Archie. She knew human nature, which made her wise. Yet she was also said to have the inexplicable instinct of a ‘sensitive’ (as a child she dreamed that Primsted Farm had burned down; soon afterwards it did) and this sometimes made her silly. It was an absurd whim to try to stop an intelligent child reading, particularly in a house like Ashfield, which was crammed with books. Among Frederick’s bills are several for ‘Andrew Iredale, Bookseller of Fleet Street’, from whom he bought – among much else – forty-seven volumes of the Cornhill Magazine for four pounds (still in the library at Greenway), the complete works of George Eliot for five pounds and ‘French classics’ at twelve shillings apiece. It was unthinkable that Agatha would remain shut out of that world. Such was her determination that she worked out the words of a children’s book called The Angel of Love by Mrs L. T. Meade (‘vulgar’, according to Clara), which had been read to her so often that she could match sounds to pages. From then on she read anything and everything: Mrs Molesworth, Edith Nesbit,14 Frances Hodgson Burnett, Old Testament stories, Great Events of History, her beloved Dickens and, later, the Balzacs and Zolas that served – in Clara’s view – as wordly education (although the young Agatha was too innocent to see real life in literature; to her, books were their own reality). It has been said that Agatha never fully mastered spelling or grammar because of her unorthodox introduction to words, but this is an exaggeration. Letters do show her getting the odd word wrong – ‘phenomenen’, ‘incomoded’, ‘meglamania’ – but her detective fiction shows her as something of a stickler for good usage: ‘“It’s me,” said Miss Marple, for once ungrammatical.’15

In fact Agatha learned some grammar at a ladylike establishment in Torquay run by a Miss Guyer, which she attended two days a week from the age of about thirteen. The decision not to send her to full-time school was quite normal, although it was odd that she had no governess. Perhaps Clara, who knew full well the extent of Agatha’s daughterly devotion, preferred to keep it all to herself. Perhaps her attempt to stop Agatha reading was a means of control. Or perhaps she simply wanted to try something different from what had been done with her elder daughter; it was unusual that Madge should have gone away to school and, when it was suggested that she was Girton material, Frederick put his gentlemanly foot down. (‘She’s got Girton written all over her’ is an insult delivered in Mary Westmacott’s The Burden.) Agatha, by contrast, received outside tuition only in music. Her father and Madge taught her to write and her mother flashed through the more interesting episodes in history. Aside from that, she was on her own.

It was probably the making of her. Agatha was one of those auto-didacts who go on learning and reading all their lives and whose minds, therefore, develop in the way most suitable to them. As an adult she had an avowed respect for ‘academic’ brains: her second husband, Max Mallowan, was an Oxford-educated archaeologist with a knowledge of the classics, and she admired him and his friends for that. Nevertheless she had an innate confidence in her own, less orthodox thought-paths. Her collection of short stories The Labours of Hercules recasts the twelve myths in what she would, smilingly, have called ‘low-brow’ form, as stories for her own ‘Hercule’ Poirot to solve: the Nemean Lion, for instance, is a kidnapped Pekinese lapdog. Meanwhile Poirot puts an irreverent, clear-eyed spin upon Greek mythology.


‘Take this Hercules – this hero! Hero, indeed! What was he but a large muscular creature of low intelligence and criminal tendencies! … The whole classical pattern shocked him. These gods and goddesses – they seemed to have as many different aliases as a modern criminal. Indeed, they seemed to be definitely criminal types. Drink, debauchery, incest, rape, loot, homicide and chicanery – enough to keep a juge d’instruction constantly busy. No decent family life. No order, no method.



These were not the definitive opinions of Agatha herself, but she would have been happy to entertain them. Having never been ‘taught’, she had no hang-ups about learning.

So her mind ran free and, because it was a good mind, it began the process of creative absorption: the worlds of Ashfield; of Torquay; of family, servants, social ritual; of the mysteries that lay beyond, like the stealthy blue of the sea in the distance.

As a child she was protected by structure and certainty. She lived in what W. H. Auden described as the perfect ending place for detective fiction: ‘the state of grace in which the aesthetic and the ethical are as one’.16 Goodness was all around, in the love of her parents and of God, whom she took very seriously, so seriously that she feared for the soul of a father who played croquet in the garden on Sundays. And the running of her home was so efficient and seemly that it acquired a kind of morality. Servants, she was honest enough always to acknowledge, made a state of grace easier to attain.

Without Nursie, Jane the cook, and the various maids,17 Ashfield could not have had its atmosphere of ordered leisure. Jane in particular was immutable and magnificent. She cooked for parties of eight or more on a regular basis, showing no sign of agitation except ‘a slight flush’; Agatha would skip around her in the hope of a handful of raisins or a rock cake, crisp and steaming and straight from the oven: ‘Never since have I tasted rock cakes like Jane’s.’ Food was the anchor that held daily life in place. A midday Sunday lunch for the family would consist of ‘an enormous Sunday joint, usually cherry tart and cream, a vast piece of cheese, and finally dessert on the best Sunday dessert plates’. A menu of a dinner party for ten ‘began with a choice of thick or clear soup, then boiled turbot, or fillets of sole. After that came a sorbet. Saddle of mutton followed. Then, rather unexpectedly, Lobster Mayonnaise. Pouding Diplomatique and Charlotte Russe were the sweets and then dessert. All of this was produced by Jane, single-handed.’18 Agatha ate hugely, always, but remained very thin until her thirties.

The servants were the architects of Ashfield. They wove the stuff of daily life for Agatha and they were, she says in her autobiography, its ‘most colourful part … One of the things I think I should miss most, if I were a child nowadays, would be the absence [sic] of servants.’ The modern world cannot begin to comprehend her attitude towards them, which was free of all guilt and doubt. ‘They “knew their place” as was said, but knowing their place meant not subservience but pride, the pride of the professional.’

A good servant was a person of real standing. ‘I always wonder why people think it’s so humiliating to go “into service” and that it’s grand and independent to be in a shop. One puts up with far more insolence in a shop than … any decent domestic does,’ says Midge, a character in The Hollow, who is obliged to earn her living selling clothes. Agatha thought that she herself would make a good parlourmaid (being tall was an asset); at one point she considered doing so, when she was travelling the world with her husband Archie and money was very short.

Bad servants, however, received no respect. When a parlourmaid could not do her job she was described as a mere mess of adenoids and dropped aitches. This de haut en bas attitude is one of the things that has caused Agatha Christie’s reputation to suffer in recent years. ‘Wonderful animal, the good servant,’ says a character in And Then There Were None with a casual, admiring contempt, and our liberal hearts flutter like nervous old ladies.

But it was not quite that simple. For example the ‘frightened rabbit’ Gladys in A Pocket Full of Rye – apparently one of the worst examples of Agatha’s lazy snobbery – is actually at the heart of the story, crucial to the plot and treated with real compassion. ‘Life is cruel, I’m afraid,’ says Miss Marple. ‘One doesn’t really know what to do with the Gladyses. They enjoy going to the pictures and all that, but they’re always thinking of impossible things that can’t possibly happen to them. Perhaps that’s happiness of a kind. But they get disappointed …’

This is wise and true and yet, because of the stereotype that Agatha herself has created, we dismiss it as condescension and Gladys along with it. As she would often do, Agatha has used the familiarity of the stereotype to subvert our expectations. It was one of the cleverest tricks she would play. It was, in fact, more than a trick: by such sudden means she revealed her insight, her lightly worn understanding of human nature.

In A Pocket Full of Rye Miss Marple knows – it is stronger than a guess – the time of Gladys’s death because, had she still been alive, ‘she would certainly have taken the second [tea] tray into the drawing-room’. Thus an oblique tribute is paid to the importance of servants: to the structure they created in Agatha’s life, and in her detective fiction.

All her life she was fascinated by the ordering of a home. In her 1957 book, 4.50 from Paddington, she created a character called Lucy Eyelesbarrow, an Oxford graduate who becomes a rich woman by turning herself into the ideal servant. ‘Lucy, with time on her hands, scrubbed the kitchen table which she had been longing to do … Then she cleaned the silver till it shone radiantly. She cooked lunch, cleared it away, washed it up … She had set out the tea things ready on a tray, with sandwiches and bread and butter covered with a damp napkin to keep them moist.’ It is a litany, a hymn to crisp and shining ritual, a fantasy in which the familiar becomes sublime.

The loss of servants, post-war, changed the nature of Agatha’s world. Her books became less regulated – not necessarily a criticism – and there is a continual plangent refrain of how different things are now that there are ‘no servants … just a couple of women who come in’.19 The modern reaction to this can be imagined (there are plenty of servants today, but few people as honest as Agatha in their attitudes towards them). Again, though, her views are a little more complex, at any rate when she wants them to be. For example, The Hollow has a character named David Angkatell, a young man full of left-wing disgust for his privileged family; in an entrancingly succinct scene he spouts politics at Midge, telling her that she would understand the class struggle better if she were a worker.


‘I am a worker. That’s just why being comfortable is so attractive. Box beds, down pillows – early morning tea softly deposited by the bed – a porcelain bath with lashings of hot water – and delicious bath salts. The kind of easy-chair you really sink into …’

Midge paused in her catalogue.

‘The workers,’ said David, ‘should have all these things.’

… ‘I couldn’t agree with you more,’ said Midge heartily.



But the child Agatha was safe within order, and order delighted her. She loved the calm bustle of the kitchen and the starch in her muslin dresses almost as much as she loved to dream of the glistening river at the end of Ashfield’s garden, towards which she would ride on a white palfrey. Later she loved Lucy Eyelesbarrow, mundane and magical, waving her scrubbing brush like a wand as she turned a house into a place of regulated beauty. For all the wanderings of her imagination Agatha was fascinated, always, by the power of the ordinary.

She grew up with ordinary female conversation in her ears and this, too, delighted her. She picked out phrases almost as if they were music, catching something of their meaning but loving far more the way they danced in her head. ‘I haven’t yet finished, Florence’; ‘I beg your pardon, Mrs Rowe’, was what she heard in the kitchen when a servant rose from the tea-table before Jane had finished her meal; she remembered the little interchange all her life. She liked to listen to the ladylike squabbles between Margaret Miller and Mary Ann Boehmer (whom she always described as her ‘grandmothers’, although Margaret was in fact her great-aunt). ‘Nonsense, Margaret, I never heard such nonsense in my life!’ ‘Indeed, Mary, let me tell you …’ She particularly liked the subtleties that bristled upon Margaret’s comfortable pronouncements. ‘Such a nice woman. Colonel L— is an old friend of her husband who asked him to look after her. There is, of course, nothing wrong about it. Everybody knows that.’20 She stored these phrases away just as Margaret, in her home at Ealing, packed her cupboards with ‘dates, preserved fruits, figs, French plums, cherries, angelica, packets of raisins and currants, pounds of butter and sacks of sugar, tea and flour’, her bedroom trunks with rich velvets and silks.

When her parents went travelling together (Clara thought it her duty to be with Frederick), Agatha would visit the large house to which Margaret – ‘Auntie-Grannie’ – had moved, from Cheshire, as a prosperous and substantial widow. Mary Ann, or ‘Granny B’, lived in Bayswater. There was deep history between these two sisters. They were close companions in their old age, both stout, proud figures in their tight-wrapped black silk, but the difference in status was apparent. Margaret was the more assured, Mary Ann her foil. Margaret helped her sister with sums of money given ‘in return’ for errands carried out at the Army and Navy Stores in Victoria; back to Ealing Mary Ann would go with various buttons and ribbons and lengths of material, all of which would be rigorously judged and discussed and paid for out of Margaret’s bulging purse, whose innards gleamed with gold. As Agatha wrote in her autobiography, the sisters regarded the Army and Navy Stores as ‘the hub of the universe’. Occasionally she accompanied them there and, in At Bertram’s Hotel, a book written in her own old age, she has Miss Marple recollect the scene:


Miss Marple cast her thoughts back to Aunt Helen seeking out her own special man in the grocery department, settling herself comfortably in a chair, wearing a bonnet and what she always called her ‘black poplin’ mantle. Then there would ensure a long hour with nobody in a hurry and Aunt Helen thinking of every conceivable grocery that could be purchased and stored up for future use … Having had a thoroughly pleasant morning, Aunt Helen would say in the playful manner of those times, ‘And how would a little girl feel about some luncheon?’ … After that, they bought half a pound of coffee creams and went to a matinée in a four-wheeler.



These performances, which to her is what they were, satisfied a desire in Agatha. They embodied a kind of robust feminine certainty: the human equivalent of the ordered home. She had had a version of this with Nursie (‘After Nurse, there was God’),21 although Nursie dealt with Agatha as a child and lacked, therefore, the worldly dimension. Clara, meanwhile, was too creative and mercurial to have, as Margaret Miller did, a wonderful womanly instinct that never doubted itself. ‘Always think the worst about people’; ‘Gentlemen need attention and three proper meals a day’; ‘Never get into a train with a single man’; ‘Waste not want not’; ‘Gentlemen like a figure’; ‘Every woman should have fifty pounds in five-pound notes in case of emergencies’; ‘Gentlemen can be very agreeable, but you can’t trust one of them’. Thus did Margaret express herself as she sat erect and dauntless among the heavy mahogany furniture at Ealing, whispering advice to Clara (‘A husband should never be left alone too long’), dealing with a young man who has impregnated a servant (‘Well, are you going to do the right thing by Harriet?’), chatting to her men friends among the tea things (‘I hope your wife won’t object! I shouldn’t like to cause trouble!’). Her strong sane voice dealt in mysteries, rendering them murky and cosy; irresistible to Agatha.

These rhythmic phrases belonged to a world as different as could be from the palfrey and the gleaming river. But they had, nonetheless, their own beauty. She never repeated anything she heard, however interesting, and in this she was quite unlike ‘the rest of my family, who were all extrovert talkers’.22 Instead she listened to everything, absorbing it, not understanding it, perhaps never fully understanding it all, letting it form a pattern in her mind.

One day the Miss Marple who had sat with her Aunt Helen in the Army and Navy Stores would become a version of that aunt: wise, compassionate, unflinching from reality. This was not Agatha. She did flinch. Like most real writers, she was a stronger person in her books than in her life. But she had a constant urge to re-create the women of her childhood, the faith she had in their comforting omniscience. Miss Marple is the supreme example, and there are others, like Miss Percehouse in The Sittaford Mystery (‘I hate a slobbering female’), or Miss Peabody in Dumb Witness (‘Not the sort of young man I’d fancy if I were a young girl. Well, Theresa should know her mind. She’s had her experiences, I’ll be bound.’) Also Dame Laura Whitstable in the Westmacott novel A Daughter’s a Daughter, who is not so much a character as a magnificent mouthpiece. Her real reason for existing in the book is the pleasure that Agatha takes in her. ‘I’m old-fashioned,’ she says, puffing at a cigar. ‘I would prefer that a man should have knowledge of himself and belief in God’; ‘Nobody can really ruin another person’s life. Don’t be melodramatic and don’t wallow’; ‘Half the troubles in life come from pretending to oneself that one is a better and finer human being than one is’; ‘The fewer people who love you the less you will have to suffer.’ Nobody talks the way Dame Laura talks, yet she has artistic reality because to Agatha she is real. She is the authentic spirit of female certainty, speaking the thoughts of her creator, in a voice that Agatha always needed to hear.

Agatha grew up in a matriarchy. The strength was all on the female side: Clara, Margaret, clever sister Madge, Nursie, Jane the cook. Her father and brother never stood a chance. Frederick didn’t mind a jot about this; Monty undoubtedly did.

Agatha was never a feminist but she knew perfectly well the value of women, which she considered feminism helped to devalue, as shown in an interview she gave to an Italian magazine in 1962. How, she was asked, had it happened that women now played a more active role in public life? Her answer is not what had been expected: ‘Probably due to the foolishness of women in relinquishing their position of privilege attained after many centuries of civilisation. Primitive women toil incessantly. We seem determined to return to that state voluntarily – or by listening to persuasion, and therefore forfeiting the joys of leisure and creative thought, and the perfecting of home conditions.’23

Agatha believed that femaleness had its own power, entirely separate from the male: ‘Surely, we are the privileged sex.’ Yet as on most subjects her beliefs were fluid, complex, honestly uncertain. In her detective novel set in Ancient Egypt, Death Comes as the End, she wrote of


the rich, varied noises of the kitchen, the high, shrill note of old Esa’s voice, the strident tones of Satipy and, very faintly, the deeper, persistent contralto of Kait. A babel of women’s voices – chattering, laughing, complaining, scolding, exclaiming … And suddenly Renisenb felt stifled, encircled by this persistent and clamorous femininity. Women – noisy, vociferous women! A houseful of women – never quiet, never peaceful – always talking, exclaiming, saying things – not doing them!

And Khay – Khay silent and watchful in his boat, his whole mind bent on the fish he was going to spear …



Female life, in this book, is seen as something powerful – ‘What are men anyway? They are necessary to breed children, that is all. But the strength of the race is in the women,’ says Kait – but also limited and limiting. There is another, more difficult kind of happiness to be found, when a woman can grow up, and still touch her own childlike simplicity.


Renisenb had got into the habit of going up to the tomb almost every day … She would sit in the shade of the rock chamber entrance with one knee raised and her hands clasped round it, and stare out over the green belt of cultivation to where the Nile showed a pale gleaming blue and beyond it to a distance of pale soft fawns and creams and pinks, all melting hazily into each other.



When Agatha travelled to the East, as she did with her second husband, she too would look out on transcendent landscapes and find this kind of demanding, almost troubling peace; a return, in a way, to what she had found years before, when she had seen other worlds in the garden at Ashfield. ‘You are lucky, Renisenb,’ says her wise old grandmother Esa. ‘You have found the happiness that is inside everybody’s own heart. To most women happiness means coming and going, busied over small affairs … It is made up of small things strung together like beads on a string.’

To Clara, the woman to whom Agatha was always closest, happiness was an elusive thing. She loved her home, although she was too restless to find absolute contentment in it. She sought artistic outlets for what were, in fact, indifferent artistic talents (even her embroidery was inept). Her spiritualism was both profound and unsettled, as if she felt its importance but did not quite know what to do with it. She cast around with different religions, seriously considering conversion to Roman Catholicism and flirting with Unitarianism, Christian Science and Zoroastrianism. She did find happiness in her family: the depths of her adoration were not always answered by Frederick’s calm, gentlemanly, uxorious smiles, Monty was ‘difficult’, but Madge and Agatha were exceptional girls whose creativity gave an outlet to Clara’s own. It was her youngest daughter, though, with whom Clara had her strongest bond. As Agatha was to write in Unfinished Portrait, she had inherited something from her mother: ‘a dangerous intensity of affection’. For a time, Agatha and Clara would be the sole recipients of each other’s devotion.

‘Receipts for Agatha’, it says, in Clara’s rounded well-schooled handwriting, on the first page of an exercise book.


Poulard à la crème: Choose a good fat pullet … Eggs à la Monte Cristo … Mushrooms à la Henri IV … Grannie’s Plum Pudding … Salad dressing: 2 yolks of hard boiled eggs made into a smooth paste add a teaspoonful of made mustard and also of salt a few grains of cayenne pepper. Then a teaspoonsful of vinegar. To this add 2 tablespoonsful of best oil, then after mixing put in 2 tablespoonsful of cream …

Friday night: Sole, Roast Pigeons, Fried potatoes and salad, Cherry tart, cream …



What dreams for Agatha lay within these painstakingly copied recipes; what visions of a perfect life, as ordered and kindly as childhood? One hundred years on, the exercise book in which they were written lay upstairs at Greenway House, in what had been Agatha’s bedroom, in a tall and handsome chest of drawers. A green leather case embossed with the name ‘Clarissa Miller’ contained the book of recipes, with many other things. A wallet made of gold-coloured material, embroidered ‘To Frederick from Clarissa’, containing a dollar bill. A purse embroidered with the entwined initials F and C, and the line ‘Set me as a seal upon thine heart, for love is strong as death’. An envelope containing a piece of Pears soap, used by Frederick, still faintly fragrant. Clara’s album of poems. Pieces of edelweiss kept from her honeymoon in Switzerland, crumbling within the pages of a letter to ‘F.A.M.’. Her marriage certificate. A green wallet containing letters. A programme for the 1894 Harrow School speech day. A picture of Agatha as a child, sitting on a wicker bench under a little palm tree. A picture of Frederick as a boy, looking like Agatha. A picture of Clara herself, wearing an embroidered robe at the dinner table at Ashfield. A letter to Agatha sent from Ealing: ‘My darling wee Babsie, I am sure you must be very cold, with so much snow about Ashfield … Darling little girlie, Mother is longing to kiss and love her sweet pea again. Auntie-Grannie sends you much love … Tell Jane to please get a partridge to make you some potted meat for tea or breakfast.’ A letter from Madge in London to Agatha: ‘My dear little chicken, how are you getting on? I hope you are conducting yourself in a highly respectable way, and not forgetting me.’ A letter from Frederick to Agatha in Ealing, dated 15 June 1894:


I am longing so much to see you and dear mother again. Ashfield is looking very lovely and I think you will find your room nice and pretty with new furniture and paper. Scot24 looks very miserable when I talk about you and seems to say to me, ‘Will my dear little mistress never come back! I do miss my walks with her and nurse so much.’ I hear your Grannie is going to have your picture painted. I think it is a most lovely idea and I want you to put your little arms around Grannie’s neck and give her a hug and kiss for me. You must always be good and gentle to her and I am pleased to think you are …



So many things kept, so many passions folded into papers, so strong the desire to hold memory within envelopes and miniature boxes and embossed cases. Every separate thing inside the case held, still, the breath of the instinct that had been moved to keep it.

There were other things, too, in the cupboards and drawers of Greenway. Christening gowns like heaps of soft snow. Birth certificates: Clara born in Belfast, Agatha born at Ashfield, Agatha’s daughter Rosalind born at Ashfield. A framed menu of Clara and Frederick’s ‘Déjeuner du Mariage: Palace Gardens Terrace, 11 April 1878’. A bill dated 17 June 1940: ‘Sale of Ashfield, Barton Road, Torquay – £2,400.00. Furniture and fittings – £21. 19. 6d.’

Box after box of photographs: Ashfield; Primsted Farm, the childhood home of Margaret and Mary Ann; Clara with Agatha’s little dog Tony; Margaret Miller seated imperiously in a three-wheeler; Monty, dressed in coachman’s regalia, sitting behind a harnessed goat in Truelove the toy cart; teenage Madge in her long skirt, her smile clever and confident; Agatha and a friend, aged around seven, peeping charmingly over the backs of the raffia chairs in the garden. A white fan, still in its long slim case, given by Frederick to Margaret. A scrapbook that belonged to Madge, in which she had stuck some of her dance-cards, and cut-outs of carriages full of flowers: ‘Switzerland 1878. Souvenir of Mother’s wedding journey’. Clara’s copy of The Imitation of Christ by Thomas à Kempis, on whose flyleaf Agatha had written, ‘Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?’

And, in another leather case, an ‘Album of Confession’, in which every member of the family wrote their replies to a list of questions: favourite virtue, favourite colour, heroes, heroines, present state of mind and so on. Imagination works easily upon this book. Its thin pages, scratched with slanted writing, conjure the Millers in the drawing-room at Ashfield: one sees them through the tall windows that stretched down to the garden, sitting within their magically enclosed world, fir-cones burning cleanly on the fire as they sipped cherry brandy and pondered their answers. The women of the family – sincere, high-minded – played the confession game very seriously. In 1871 Margaret Miller wrote that her favourite virtue was ‘self-denial’, her chief characteristic was ‘obstinacy’, and to the question ‘If not yourself, who would you be?’, her reply was, ‘A better individual.’ Mary Ann Boehmer refused to be drawn on this question: ‘I envy no-one.’ She named her chief characteristic as ‘want of caution’ and her present state of mind as ‘anxious’. Her idea of misery was ‘to be in debt’. Her hero, she wrote carefully, was ‘Nathaniel Frary Miller’, the brother-in-law whose money had paid for Clara’s upbringing.

Meanwhile Clara, then seventeen, described her present state of mind as ‘wishing for a long dress’, although she would have had no occasion to wear it, since despite her wealth Margaret had no plans to give her adopted daughter a social season. Perhaps Clara was aiming an oblique shaft at her aunt and mother when she wrote that her chief characteristic was ‘a great love for children’. Her idea of happiness was ‘always doing the thing that is right’. The fault for which she had most tolerance was ‘reserve’: her own lies heavy on the page.

What godly creatures these women were! And how Victorian their tastes: their love of Mendelssohn, Landseer, Prince Albert and ‘Miss Nightingale’, their dislike of ‘deceit and affectation’. Naturally Frederick took the game far more lightly. In 1872 he wrote – perhaps with a cousinly wink at Clara – that his chief characteristic was ‘doing nothing’ and his pet aversion ‘getting up in the morning’. Present state of mind? ‘Extremely comfortable, thank you.’

Agatha first played the confessions game at the age of seven. Some of her answers were absolutely her own: her pet aversion was ‘bedtime when you are wide awake’; if not herself she would be ‘a fairy’. But her heavy eyes were in search of approval when she wrote that her idea of happiness was ‘to be good’, that her hero and heroine were ‘Father’ and ‘Mother’, her favourite painter the family portraitist ‘Baird’.

She meant these things, of course. Nevertheless this was the public Agatha, who kept something of her real self withheld; a little girl who sought to please and draw loving nods from those around her. A ‘serious little girl’, as she wrote in Unfinished Portrait, who ‘thought a good deal about God and being good and holy … alas! undoubtedly a prig’.

Agatha was being hard on herself, but perhaps she knew that her childish religiosity was not wholly real: it was essential to her dream world that she be clean in clothes and soul. She liked to see herself as a good girl, a character in a Victorian novel with her sashed waist and her hoop and her book of Bible stories by the bed. She liked to believe in duty. Such were the times in which she lived, the milieu in which she was raised. But it was also her nature.

Her imaginative wanderings were always in the land of virtue; morality, security and happiness were all bound up together. If Agatha was good she would be safe. If she was safe she would be happy. All of which she was; heartbreakingly so, because it could not last: the sweet structures of her life protected her too much. She was wrapped as carefully and precariously as Clara’s edelweiss flowers. Somewhere inside herself she knew this, even at seven. Her happiness was complete; yet she wrote in her confession that her idea of misery was for ‘someone I love to go away from me’. She had suffered, then, when her parents went on their little holidays to New York (‘Home, with Mummy in it … Oh, Mummy – Mummy …’). And she dreamed, regularly, about evil.

In the ‘Gun Man’ nightmare, places that Agatha knew and loved – like the tea-table at Ashfield – were invaded by a spectre with a murderer’s eyes and no hands. At first the Gun Man was a person in his own right. He wore a French uniform and had powdered hair in a queue. Then the dream changed.


It would be a happy dream – a picnic or a party [she wrote in Unfinished Portrait]. And suddenly, just when you were having lots of fun, a queer feeling crept over you. Something was wrong somewhere … What was it? Why, of course, the Gun Man was there. But he wasn’t himself. One of the guests was the Gun Man …

And the awful part of it was, he might be anybody … It might be Mummy or Daddy or Nannie – someone you were just talking to. You looked up in Mummy’s face – of course it was Mummy – and then you saw the light steely-blue eyes – and from the sleeve of Mummy’s dress – oh, horror! – that horrible stump. It wasn’t Mummy – it was the Gun Man …



Agatha was eleven when her father died, at his step-mother’s house in Ealing. ‘A hospital nurse came out and spoke to Grannie, who was coming up the stairs. “It’s all over,” she said.’

In the green wallet inside her leather case, Clara kept the letters sent and received in the year of her husband’s death. ‘Darling Daddy, I am so sorry you are still ill, we miss you very much,’ Agatha had written to him at the start of 1901. ‘I had a nice afternoon as Jane let me make cakes in the kitchen. I made some with sultanas, and some with ginger. I had Devonshire cream for tea!’

In May Clara went to Ealing with Agatha, who had not been well. Frederick himself was, by then, very ill indeed, but like the true gentleman he was he turned his thoughts outward. ‘I was very much distressed to learn by your letter this morning that Agatha was not doing as well as you could wish … Madge is having ten girls for Ping-Pong tomorrow; she is quite proud of this … I still keep all right.’25

Meanwhile, throughout 1901, he was keeping a list of ‘Heart Attacks’. He recorded thirty between June and September: ‘Slight attack. Good night’ was a typical entry. Clara may not have seen this list until after her husband’s death, as he would not have wanted to worry her. In October he wrote from his club – the Windham in St James’s Square – to tell her about a visit to a specialist in London: ‘I saw Sansom this morning and he told me very much the same thing as last time. He insists that my trouble has more to do with the nerves of the heart than anything else … I have felt wonderfully better the last two days … I am now, please God, done with doctors.’ Which was true, in a sense: a month later Frederick was dead. He was fifty-five and had been staying in Ealing to be close to London, where he had intended to look for a job.

Financial concerns, so long dismissed, had played their part in his early death. His heart and his fortunes weakened together, and he had not a clue what to do about it. ‘I have had no letter from America since my return – which I try to think is good news,’26 he wrote to Clara.

By that time there was nothing to do but endure the knowledge: of the New York properties that cost so much more to keep than they earned in rent, of the trustee who had gone into an asylum, of the other trustee who had shot himself, of the lurking suspicion of embezzlement. Back in 1896, when the nature of the crisis first became apparent to him, Frederick had taken action of sorts. He had let Ashfield, with its servants, and moved with his wife and daughters to France for a year. This was a familiar economy made by the straitened gentry. Different things were cheap in those days: to stay in hotels on the continent cost less than it did to run a big house in England, and one could always take letters of introduction to ensure a social life. For the first six months the Millers stayed in Pau, considered healthful with its clear mountain air. They went on to Cauterets – also in the Pyrenees – then to Paris, and finally to Brittany. Agatha was too excited by the experience to miss Ashfield. Anyway she was always happy in the company of her mother. She did not, though, live an imaginative life in France: from the moment of her arrival she felt a certain disappointment that here was a world much like any other. Having longed to see mountains, she was hit by ‘a disillusionment I have never forgotten. Where was that soaring height going up, up, up into the sky, far, above my head – something beyond contemplation or understanding?’27

So she lived contentedly in the realm of reality, for the first time in her seven years behaving like any other normal, lively little girl. She made friends easily and ‘discovered … the joys of mischief’, playing tricks on other hotel guests like hiding under the stairs with a peacock feather and tickling people’s legs as they passed. She learned to swim: a lifelong pleasure. She watched the sexual blossoming of her sister Madge, had a crush on a saturnine lift boy and yearned for the day when she would fill out a ‘striped blouse and collar and tie’. She grew fond of the young Marie Sijé, whom Clara had whisked from her job at a dressmakers’ to become Agatha’s companion and French conversationalist; like most of Clara’s instinctive decisions, this was a success.

Agatha had no conscious sense of the reasons behind the family’s removal to France. But Unfinished Portrait shows that she had understood more than she realised at the time. There is a scene in the book in which her parents meet friends from England, the Grants, at a hotel in Pau:


Celia overheard Mr Grant say to her mother: ‘It gave me a shock to see old John [Frederick], but he tells me he is ever so much fitter since being here.’

Celia said to her mother afterwards: ‘Mummy, is Daddy ill?’

Her mother looked a little queer as she answered: ‘No. No, of course not. He’s perfectly well now. It was just the damp and rain in England.’

Celia was glad her father wasn’t ill. Not, she thought, that he could be – he never went to bed or sneezed or had a bilious attack. He coughed sometimes, but that was because he smoked so much. Celia knew that, because her father told her so.



France was a help to Frederick; nevertheless the years of content were over for him. In the Album of Confession he had written that his idea of misery was ‘consciousness of guilt’, and he may therefore have suffered to know that he was leaving his beloved family with so little money, that he had let it all go through his gentlemanly negligence, that Clara would be forced to sell the Chippendales and Sheratons bought with such smiling abandon, that probably Ashfield itself would have to be sold. Yet he would have been comforted by the fact that there was no reproach in Clara’s nature. She had viewed it as happiness beyond prize to be married to Frederick. In the confessions he, too, had described his idea of happiness, which was ‘to be perfectly loved’: many people might wish for this but for Frederick the wish had been granted, and he knew it. ‘No man ever had a wife like you,’ he wrote to Clara, shortly before the end.

More than a hundred years on this letter was still in her leather case, with the order of service from Frederick’s funeral and leaves from trees in the cemetery at Ealing where he was buried. ‘I see thee not, dear heart, and yet I see/As though mine eyes drew solace from thy face’, Clara had written on the envelope containing the last piece of Pears soap her husband had used.

From then on, until Clara’s death twenty-five years later, Agatha would be the heart of her mother’s life. ‘You’ve got to live for your children, remember, my dear,’ said the nurse who had looked after Frederick at Ealing and who tended, afterwards, to Clara. ‘Yes, I’ve got to live for my children. You needn’t tell me that. I know it.’ But it was really Agatha for whom she now lived. Madge was soon to be married, Monty was abroad with his regiment and anyway Agatha had always been special to Clara: her inexpressive depth of emotion, her secretive imagination, her heavy adoring eyes, her serene confidence in the love that, nonetheless, she constantly sought. Like Clara, she had understood the fear of loss, although she had never experienced it until Frederick’s death; and so it was with Agatha that Clara made the bond she had never had with her own mother. The closeness between the two became as powerful as electricity. It was the light within Agatha and in later years it would sometimes blind her.

‘My grandmother was a dangerous woman,’ said Agatha’s daughter Rosalind, many years later. ‘Strong and dangerous. My mother never thought she was wrong.’28

The death of her father did not mean the end of Agatha’s idyll. In Unfinished Portrait she is sent a letter by each of her parents, when they are abroad and she is staying with her grandmother at Ealing: ‘Two lovely, lovely letters,’ she writes; but it is her mother’s that causes her agony. ‘Home, she wanted to go home. Home, with Mummy in it …’

Although Agatha had loved her father dearly, so long as she was with Clara she could be happy without him. But until he died she had known only control and decorum. Suddenly, for a time, her life became unstable. ‘I stepped out of my child’s world … to enter the fringes of the world of reality.’ She glimpsed raw and fearful things. Like a good Victorian girl she went to her mother’s bedside to tell her that ‘Father’ was happy now in heaven. Clara wouldn’t want him to have to leave Paradise, would she? ‘Yes, I would. I would do anything in the world to have him back – anything, anything at all. I want him back here, now, in this world with me.’ Clara was wild with grief, so much so that she too became ill. Her heart was weakened; she slept with sal-volatile beside her and, for a year or so, Agatha would stand outside her bedroom door at night, listening for her breathing, sometimes waiting for hours until she heard a sound.

In her kind but unimaginative way, Margaret Miller tried to share with Clara her own grief for her step-son. Unfinished Portrait shows her reading letters of condolence at the breakfast table:


‘Mr Clark is a truly good man,’ she would say, sniffing a little as she read. ‘Miriam, you really should hear this. It would help you. He speaks so beautifully of how our dead are always with us.’

And suddenly roused from her quiescence Miriam would cry out: ‘No, no!’



It was the last thing that Clara wanted. Frederick was hers and hers alone (‘I could gladly die for thee,’ she had written to him in 1877; how could Margaret understand that she had meant exactly that?). His removal from within the family had taken away its essential balance: the civilised, easy presence within that knot of complex women. All her life Clara had had to be grateful to Margaret. ‘I am sure you are very very happy with dear Grannie,’ she wrote to Agatha at Ealing in 1897. ‘Dear little Agatha what a happy home you have with darling Grannie. You must be good to her and love her very much.’ But Clara did not love Margaret, Margaret had never really loved Clara, and with Frederick gone the matriarchy was laid briefly, angrily bare. Clara’s resentments slid out: towards both the mother who had given her away and the aunt who had offered to take her.

‘Celia wondered whether Grannie really liked Mummy and whether Mummy really liked Grannie. She didn’t quite know what put the idea into her head.’ This was the real aftermath of death, a confused stir of emotions that were not necessarily to do with grief. Adult emotions, ambivalent and irrational.

No wonder Agatha retreated to the world of her imagination and created a new world for herself: The School, attended by The Girls.


First there was Ethelred Smith – who was tall and very dark and very, very clever … Then there was Annie Brown, Ethel’s great friend … Isabella Sullivan, who had red hair and brown eyes and was beautiful. She was rich and proud and unpleasant. She always thought that she was going to beat Ethel at croquet, but Celia saw to it that she didn’t, though she felt rather mean sometimes when she deliberately made Isabella miss balls …29



Among the seven girls there was one who refused to take on reality for Agatha: this was Sue de Verte, fair-haired with pale blue eyes, ‘curiously colourless’ in character. While the other girls chattered, engaged with each other, had definite pasts and futures – Elsie Green had grown up terribly poor, Sue’s sister Vera de Verte was to become one of the world’s great beauties – Sue remained the observer.

In old age Agatha still thought occasionally of The Girls. ‘Even now, sometimes, as I put away a dress in a cupboard, I say to myself: “Yes, that would do well for Elsie, green was always her colour” … It makes me laugh when I do it, but there “the girls” are still, though, unlike me, they have not grown old.’30



The Young Miss Miller


‘Pierrette dancing on the green, Merrily, so merrily!’

(from ‘A Masque from Italy’, written by Agatha Christie in around 1907)

‘Where will one be next year or the year after? How wonderful it is that ONE DOESN’T KNOW’

(from notes made by Agatha Christie in 1973)



After the death of her husband Clara faced the fact that Ashfield would have to be sold. Her children – Agatha in particular – were less realistic. They had not seen the letters from Frederick’s executor in New York, Auguste Montant,1 explaining that there was almost no money left: Clara had nothing except a tiny income from H. B. Chaflins, the firm at which Nathaniel Miller had been a partner. Running a big house like Ashfield would be a continual strain. ‘To have kept it on was not a wise thing, I see that now,’ wrote Agatha, in her autobiography. Nevertheless she begged for it, and Clara bowed to her daughter’s wishes:

‘Oh Mother, don’t let’s ever sell it …’

‘Very well, darling. After all, it’s a happy house.’

After losing her husband, a woman may find that the children who are supposed to help her through her loss do the opposite. They take away her rightful desire to think only of herself. Nobody could have cared more about Clara than Agatha did, yet with a child’s innate selfishness she was determined to have her way and make her mother yield. To Agatha, staying at Ashfield meant that nothing had changed; but for Clara, everything had changed. The house was full of memories and bereft of so much else. Had she moved, as she briefly hoped to do, to a different life – she liked the idea of a cosy little house in Exeter – her relationship with her daughter might have been different too.

But perhaps she would not have wanted that. She, too, loved Ashfield with a passion – her own house, after all – and staying there was an expression of fidelity to Frederick. The oils he had bought still hung in clusters on the walls; the smell of his cigarettes still hovered, just within imagination, in the flower-scented air. Clara had become like her own mother, Mary Ann, who after the death of Captain Boehmer never thought to look at another man. But Clara was unlike Mary Ann, in that she would now make her daughter the centre of her life.

Ashfield was materially changed, of course. It became emptier and shabbier. The staff was reduced to ‘two young, inexpensive maids’, although Jane the cook refused to go. ‘I have been here a very long time,’ she said. When she eventually left, to keep house for her brother, she did so with two silent tears rolling down her cheeks. She was completely unable to get to grips with the loss of status that went with Clara’s new poverty. It had been her great delight to telephone orders in her deep Devonshire voice – ‘Six lobsters, hen lobsters’ – and to create dishes for the gourmand Frederick, who would later step down to the kitchen with a word of graceful, private thanks. Now Jane, suffering intensely, found herself tipping avalanches of rock cakes into the bin and cooking macaroni cheese for two. She had to be reminded of the realities, but there was something magnificent in her refusal to admit them. She was like the servant Dorcas in Agatha’s first detective novel, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, with her lament to Poirot for older, grander days:


‘Five [gardeners] we had, before the war, when it was kept as a gentleman’s place should be. I wish you could have seen it then, sir. A fair sight it was. But now there’s only old Manning, and young William, and a new-fashioned woman gardener in breeches and suchlike. Ah, these are dreadful times!’

‘The good times will come again, Dorcas. At least, we hope so …’



For Clara the good times were now held in her green leather case, repository of memories: of the young Frederick’s smiling visits to the Miller household; of his miraculous proposal; of his arm through hers as they walked the New York streets; of his last letter to her. By the fire in the upstairs schoolroom, or while they were filling the house with ‘great tall bouquets of white flowers’ from the garden, Clara told Agatha all these stories of her life.

And so they found equilibrium again, mother and daughter at Ashfield.

At the end of Barton Road Agatha could wind her way downhill through the leafy lanes that led to All Saints’ Torre, the grey Victorian church where she had been baptised, and say prayers for her father. She was a religious girl, ‘firmly and strictly orthodox’. On the way to the church she passed Vansittart Road, whose name, many years later, she used for a character – Eleanor Vansittart – in her detective novel Cat Among the Pigeons. Elsa Dittisham, Colonel Luscombe, John Christow, Jean Instow and Mildred Strete bear other place names she remembered from her Devon childhood.

She began writing as a young girl. Her earliest surviving poem is carefully inscribed in an exercise book and dated April 1901.


There was once a little cowslip,

And a pretty flower too

But yet she cried and petted,

All for a robe of blue.



In the same book there is a poem about her cat, ‘Ode to Christopher Columbus’, written just after the death of her father.


There was a little kittiwinks,

Whose name (for short) was Cris.

His fur stood out an inch all round,

His tail: a dream of bliss.



She also had a poem published in an Ealing newspaper, whose first verse began:


When first the electric trams did run,

In all their scarlet glory …



This was Agatha Christie’s first appearance in print.

Subsequent poems made it into the Poetry Review but it was Agatha’s sister, Madge, who had more striking early success as a writer, and showed far more early ability. Before her marriage in 1902 she had had several stories – ‘Vain Tales’ – published in Vanity Fair. ‘There is no doubt that Madge was the talented member of our family,’ wrote Agatha in her autobiography. Both girls were encouraged to write, indeed to express their personalities in any way they chose. At the same time there was no thought that doing so would impugn their femininity. In that sense Clara was more enlightened than many women today, who would be quite capable of viewing Madge’s Vanity Fair successes as off-putting – ‘threatening’ – to potential husbands.

It is a quirk of parenting, more often than is realised, to treat one’s children in the opposite way to which one was treated oneself. Clara had been ignored, had had her sensitive individuality swept aside by her upbringing. Now she shone a powerful searchlight on to her daughters’ lives. She exerted herself to empathise with every aspect of them and believed there was nothing they could not do. She would probably have been a terrible mother for an ordinary girl. As it was, she had two bright sparks – effulgent, in Madge’s case – and she kindled them to their utmost. The close influence of Clara, her high-minded literary style, lies heavy upon the poems that Agatha wrote aged around thirteen.


Have ye walked in the wood today?

Have ye trodden the carpet of gold?

Have ye heard the wind stirring the leaves at your feet?

Have ye felt the mists rising tonight?

Have ye wept for the world’s disarray?

Have ye counted the days that are told? …



Madge was freer, and always knew her own mind. She was as like Frederick as she was her mother, very much the half-American with her dry and limber wit, her lax disregard for convention. Unlike Agatha, she felt no need to behave like a ‘good’ girl, and nobody thought the worse of her for it. She was Bess Sedgwick in At Bertram’s Hotel – impatient, adventurous, compelling – whereas Agatha was Bess’s daughter Elvira: quiet, compliant, infinitely complex. Sent to Paris to be ‘finished’, Madge took a dare to leap from the balcony on to a table in a stately tea-room. Like her father she acted in amateur dramatics and loved to dress up, once meeting a visitor in the garb of a Greek priest: this may have given Agatha the idea, often used in her books, that being an actor makes a person an automatic master of disguise (‘To assume the make-up and part of Pedro Morales was child’s play to an actor …’).2 Late in life Madge came down to a family dinner in full cricket gear. Like her mother, she had something restless in her personality, but her abundance – excess? – of confidence meant that in her youth this turned to jokes and creativity.

She was magnetic, sexy, quick as a fox. Not beautiful, but that did not matter: she had personality. Agatha was dazzled by her and, as a young girl, she must have been a wonderful audience to whom Madge could show off her new dresses, flaunt her beaux and get laughs with her most throwaway remarks. ‘Agatha is terribly slow!’ Madge would say, but with affection: she was fond of her silent little sister. In 1903 Agatha made a second entry in the Album of Confessions, and named ‘Mother and Madge’ as her heroines.

As she grew older, however, she became jealous. ‘I shall be furious if she arrives “on the film” before I do!’3 wrote Agatha to her mother in 1922, by which time she herself was a published author but Madge, without warning and apparently without effort, had written a play for which she casually sought a West End producer.

She was also, at that point, a good deal richer than Agatha. Her marriage to James Watts – one of many suitors, who won her interest by appearing uninterested – was as lucrative as her namesake grandmother’s had been. James was heir to Abney Hall near Manchester, a vast Victorian mansion where Prince Albert had stayed and which Agatha used as the setting for several of her books. In After the Funeral the modern young cook calls the house a ‘proper old mausoleum’ and complains ‘of the immense area of the kitchen, scullery and larder, saying that it was a “day’s walk to get round them all”’. In They Do It with Mirrors Abney – or ‘Stonygates’ – is mocked outright as a ‘sort of Gothic monstrosity … Best Victorian Lavatory period.’ In fact the house was hugely impressive, as Agatha was only too aware.

As a child she had loved to visit what was then the home of James Watts’s parents (‘And how is our dream-child?’ Sir James would say to her). Abney had the dimension for which she yearned: it was a world of its own, with a life of its own, seemingly infinite with its ‘quantities of rooms, passages, unexpected steps, back staircases, front staircases, alcoves, niches’.4 Although Agatha loved sunlight and airiness she was compelled by Abney’s Stygian quality, shrouded as it was from floor to ceiling in brocade curtains and tapestry hangings. Its rooms were shadowy, filled with richness and heaviness: green satin walls in the drawing-room, woodwork painted vermilion and ultramarine, oak furniture like miniature battleships. It had a magic made of depths, recesses, mysteries. Its very solidity seemed not quite real; in They Do It with Mirrors Stonygates is likened to a stage set, although ‘the illusion is in the eye of the beholder, not in the set itself’.

After Madge’s marriage, Agatha and Clara spent Christmas with the Watts family. Agatha later remembered the bursting stockings, presents heaped on chairs, a dining room that dimpled and glittered with lights, a meal beyond compass – oyster soup, roast turkey, boiled turkey, sirloin of beef, plum pudding, mince-pies, trifle, grapes, oranges, plums, preserved fruits. It was the world of the past made flesh. And the Abney image of Christmas was one that Agatha tried to re-create all her life: that plenitude, that Englishness, those Dickensian configurations of gleam and depth.

Madge became the chatelaine of Abney when James Watts took over the export business established by his grandfather. James, as Agatha’s second husband Max put it, had a ‘strange respect for money as a token of man’s merit’,5 although when Agatha first met him in 1901 he was a shy young Oxford undergraduate with no plutocratic tendencies. ‘I took a great fancy to him at once,’ she wrote in her autobiography. ‘He was kind to me, always treating me seriously, and not making silly jokes or talking to me as if I was a little girl.’ Twenty-five years on he offered the idea (also claimed by Lord Mountbatten) for her most famous detective novel, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. James’s reserve gave him an empathy with Agatha but made him an odd husband for the extrovert Madge. In later life she became frankly too much for him – he was unnerved by her penchant for disguise, for instance – and he was certainly not enough for her. ‘They are an unhappy lot at Abney, I think,’ Agatha would write in 1930.6

In her autobiography, Agatha wondered if her sister ‘would have gone on writing if she had not married’ (so it was probably a relief to Agatha that she did marry). Madge was the kind of woman who nowadays would have felt free to live alone, and that might have suited her best. It is certainly possible she would not have married James if Frederick, who never liked him, had still been alive. But Madge and Agatha had been left a hundred pounds each a year from the Miller estate. This was not negligible in the 1910s; still, the thought of Madge beneath the shelter of Abney must have been an irresistible relief to Clara, who was a realist about money. From her own upbringing she knew the damage that the lack of it could do. So she encouraged the couple not to wait, and – although Madge herself felt this was too soon – the wedding took place nine months after Frederick’s death: ‘Mother said, and truly I think, that it would be even more difficult to part with Madge as time went on and their companionship drew them closer.’7

In the period between Frederick’s death and this marriage, Clara’s relationship with Madge had an intimate intensity. They went to the South of France together for three weeks, leaving Agatha alone at Ashfield. She did not mind this; enjoyed ordering meals for herself from Jane (‘technically, she was the mistress of the house!’,)8 and dimly understood that a grown woman was a better companion for a new widow than a pious girl bleating inadequately about Paradise. Had Madge not married so quickly, Agatha’s relationship with Clara might have been rather different. As it was, from 1902 onwards she was first daughter.

Agatha put Madge into her story, ‘The House of Beauty’,9 written around 1908 and the earliest of her works to find subsequent publication. Allegra Kerr mesmerises the hero, John. ‘She was marvellously effective. Her effectiveness was, he thought, more studied than natural. But behind all that, there lay something else. Flickering fire, fitful, capricious, like the will-o’-the-wisps that of old lured men into the marshes.’ She outdoes her young friend, Maisie – who is in love with John – with ease. ‘You are hateful, Allegra,’ Maisie tells her.

‘But stimulating, darling.’

In Unfinished Portrait there is a version of Monty but no Madge character; Celia’s sister, ‘Joy’, dies young. Agatha did not want Madge’s dominant personality in the book, interfering with her own relationship with her mother, doing so many things better than she did: flirting, joking, telling stories, painting, acting, writing. When Madge’s play The Claimant was taken up by a West End management – it went on at the Queen’s Theatre, Shaftesbury Avenue, in 1924 – Agatha was obliged to be delighted for her. But the balance of their relationship, which for the past four years had been redressed by Agatha’s literary successes, had tipped again. It is a rare writer who is not competitive, and an even rarer sister. Agatha had the sense that Madge, having touched her toe on the accelerator for one quick second, had leaped instant miles ahead of her.

She had believed Madge to be under control – thick of waist, mother to her grown-up son (Jack, born in 1903), locked away in her funereal mansion – while her terribly slow sister won plaudits from the outside world. She should have known better. When the eighteen-year-old Madge had played the confessions game she had written that her idea of happiness was ‘to be successful’. It was an idea that she had not yet quite abandoned.

And with what blithe glee she rubbed it in, during rehearsals for The Claimant. The play was based on the true story of Sir Charles Tichborne – a Victorian Martin Guerre – who had laid claim to a baronetcy in the 1870s and gone on trial to establish his identity. Madge delighted in the fun of the story, although she treated its complexities with a lighter and more ragged touch than Agatha would have done: ‘Inexperienced dramatists are apt to be over-lavish with their plots,’ read the generally favourable review in The Times. It was a remarkable thing for an amateur to have pulled off – another triumph, in a sense, for Clara, who would have instilled in Madge the certainty that she could write a West End play – and Madge relished every moment of the experience. In the confessions game she had said that ‘London’ was the place she most wanted to live. Aged forty-five she was there at last, staying at the Garden Club in Mayfair, taking her vast reserves of assurance to the theatre every morning and bamboozling producer Basil Dean with them. Accustomed as he was to desperate actors and neurotic playwrights, the nonchalant grandeur of ‘Mrs Watts’ charmed him half to death. Or so she told her family.


My Two Darling 1s [she wrote to her husband and son at Abney], it’s going so well that Basil Dean says it might be produced earlier … I think the end of Act III is ‘soft’, always did think so. I want Fay Compton to have a speech – asked BD and he said ‘Do exactly what you like; if you like you can make it terrific – anyway, anything you do I’m for.’ Very surprising? So – I’m typing again!

… I went into Browns [Hotel] again. Said how I wanted rooms not for 16th but 11th. They were full but on my mentioning the play, she went quite mad, and said ‘Of course, you shall have rooms no matter who is turned out!’ Gives one a sheer sense of power. I hope I don’t get very swelled headed …



Agatha was then living at Sunningdale – not far from London – so Madge spent some weekends with her: ‘I went to Sunningdale yesterday – Sunday – but I was so tired I kept dropping off to sleep all the time!’ It is possible that she was rather tiring herself at that time, especially to Agatha, who according to Madge was ‘mad to see a rehearsal’; probably in order to reassure herself that The Claimant was no masterpiece. The tone of Madge’s letters shows how irritating she must have been to her sister. ‘Wrote and typed all night. BD came back in about five minutes seized me by the arm and said “My God! You can write – It’s magnificent.” So that’s that. He now thinks me a sort of genius … They can’t do without me’.

This was Madge’s particular and provoking idiom: it could annoy to distraction but it could also charm. That she was the only woman in her family with her father’s innate sense of humour is shown in this letter about the actress Lottie Venne, who had been cast in The Claimant for the natural barmaid qualities that – as she was playing an aristocrat – she felt at pains to suppress. ‘I’ve an awful job this afternoon – I’ve got to tell Lottie Venne (orders from BD) that she is to be vulgar. She said “Of course, as a Duchess I can’t do this or that” – Frightfully pleased at being one.’

Madge described the meeting thus:

Dear Miss Venne, I’m so charmed to meet you! I’m dreadfully afraid everyone who’s coming only to see you, will be so disappointed. They don’t want to see my Duchess, they want to see you. They want their ‘Lottie’ …

ME – I don’t care about my lines. You must put yourself into the part. Let yourself go. Take it broadly.

MISS V – But a duchess, y’know?

… Never have I found it so difficult to keep serious.

Agatha could not have written this; could not have been the woman who wrote it. She must have known, deep down, that such a direct expression of personality on the page is not the mark of a real writer. And she thought that she saw what lay beneath Madge’s constantly rippling laughter. ‘I’ve always suspected,’ says a character in her late Westmacott The Rose and the Yew Tree, ‘that a sense of humour is a kind of parlour trick we civilised folk have taught ourselves as an insurance against disillusionment. We make a conscious effort to see things as funny, simply because we suspect they are unsatisfactory.’ Yet for all this Madge could always make Agatha feel ‘curiously colourless’, like her imaginary self Sue de Verte. ‘My aunt was more entertaining than my mother,’ said Agatha’s daughter Rosalind.10 ‘She was great fun. Slightly buried in Manchester.’

After The Claimant came to the end of its short run, Madge returned to her vast, crypt-like house. She wrote a couple more plays but nothing else was produced. Instead it was Agatha who moved into the West End, where she achieved a remarkable dominance. It was as if a particular rivalry had to be settled in her favour; although there was a quality in both Madge and The Claimant – that sweet, airy essence of self – that would always elude her.

With a true lightness of touch, for example, the play portrays a character called Charles Cleghorne. ‘Don’t care about coppers, never did,’ he says, tossing his small change on to the stage. Not that this was art, exactly, on Madge’s part. It was a clever, elliptical and faithful reproduction of her brother Monty.

Monty never cared about small change, nor indeed about much else; or so he affected to pretend. He was a hopeless case. The matriarchy within which he grew up overwhelmed him. ‘I mean, it makes you feel an awful ass!’ says Eustace Leonides, the young boy in Crooked House, who lives in a family full of powerful women. This was the line that Monty took – his natural idiom was that of the Old Harrovian – but, as with Eustace, the sense of inadequacy went deeper. Eustace has suffered from infantile paralysis, and this is given as the explanation for his ‘injured male pride’ and possible murderousness: ‘The more I think about it, the more it seems to me that Eustace might fit the bill … He’s not normal.’ With Monty there was no outward illness but there was, within, an odd paralysis of the spirit.

A normal man could have thrived, or survived, among all those women, since there was no lack of love for him in the family. Frederick adored him as the only boy: ‘Monty, I think, was really his favourite,’ wrote Agatha in her autobiography. But his closeness in age to the bright and brilliant Madge has started him off on the wrong foot. Thereafter he limped along, finding his way through life with a certain careless confidence and great dashes of luck. From Harrow – where he kept white mice (‘Mr and Mrs Whiskers’) and took no exams – it was hoped that he would go into banking, but this was beyond him and he was sent into a ship-building yard on the Dart. This too proved a failure. When the second Boer War broke out in 1899, he volunteered for the army and, having obtained a commission in the East Surreys, went to India. Army life suited him better than anything else would have done. But when he resigned his commission, in around 1910, it became clear that here was a quite extraordinary misfit.

Having come of age just after the death of his father, he ran at speed through the tiny amount left in the Miller estate. He acquired such desperate debts that he moved first to Kenya, then to Uganda, and sent begging letters to Madge asking for help in a scheme to run cargo boats on Lake Victoria. The Batenga was built with Watts money – ‘My brother-in-law was livid,’ Agatha later wrote – but by the time it was completed (with wildly luxurious ebony and ivory fittings) the First World War had broken out. Monty sold the boat at a loss and joined the King’s African Rifles. He narrowly avoided a court-martial when, against orders, he stopped his convoy of mules at a place he insisted was perfect for battle; while in the act of arguing with his commanding officer, a force of Germans arrived and was triumphantly beaten in what became known as ‘Miller’s Battle’.

Then Monty was wounded in the arm, the wound became infected, and he returned to Ashfield with his African servant, Shebani. He had come home supposedly to die. In fact his return ‘nearly killed my mother’, as Agatha wrote in her autobiography. Monty would eat dinner at four in the morning, if the whim took him, and shoot at people out of the window with his revolver. Calm, silent Barton Road had never known the like: ‘Some silly old spinster going down the drive with her behind wobbling. Couldn’t resist it …’ There was a self-consciousness about his eccentricity that made it almost boring, as well as terrifying, and harder still to endure. Agatha and Madge were frantic for their mother, who had longed for her son’s return and now longed for him to leave. In the early 1920s the sisters paid £800 for a cottage at Throwleigh on Dartmoor, where Monty lived with his sixty-five-year-old housekeeper, Mrs Taylor, a peroxide blonde with thirteen children. A few years later, Mrs Taylor died as she was moving with Monty to the South of France. Rooms had been taken for them there, again by Agatha and Madge; now Madge defied her husband’s cold fury to travel to Marseille and do something for her brother, who pleaded that he was greatly weakened and lying alone in hospital. In fact the nurse who looked after him, Charlotte, had become the last to fall for his pitiable charm. Madge arrived to find him living in the nurse’s flat. He was with Charlotte until he died in 1929, from a sudden stroke, while having a drink in a seafront café.

His death was probably a relief to his sisters. Nevertheless Agatha felt a kind of guilt about Monty; the chaos of his life haunted her, although he may have been less unhappy than she imagined. She sent occasional sums of money to ensure the upkeep of his grave in Marseille, and was anxious that flowers should be placed there on Armistice Day: ‘You may rest assured it will be well looked after,’ wrote one of Monty’s fellow East Surreys in 1936.

Would Monty himself have cared? He grew up with love all around him, but the acceptance shown by his parents, the sense of responsibility felt by his sisters, made no difference in the end. None of it could fill the gaps. Perhaps that was why, when he filled in the Album of Confessions in 1897, he wrote that his favourite virtue was ‘integrity’: it was the quality he lacked above all others, although he did have others. He had all his father’s charm – though less of his humour, and almost none of his moral sense – and he was not without self-knowledge. When asked whom he would be if not himself, his answer was ‘a better man’.

His chief characteristics, he wrote, were ‘skylarking and flirting, whittling, obstinacy, talking slang and getting into tempers’. His idea of misery was ‘working and borrowing money’. His heroes were ‘Fenians’, his heroines Margaret Miller (‘Gran’) and Clara. His present state of mind was described as ‘Oh my!?!’ Pathetic answers, really; so unlike the sharp, crisp responses of his sister Madge. And the picture in which he sits behind a harnessed goat in the cart, Truelove, dressed in full coachman’s regalia, is just the sort of joke that Madge might have conceived, but she would have pulled it off with an assured gleam in her eye. Monty looks merely silly. In another photograph he is in uniform: sitting on a bamboo bench at Ashfield, his legs hooked over those of two young men at either side of him, his eyes full of a confused zest for life. The last picture shows him outside his cottage on Dartmoor. He is leaning on a stick, wearing a dressing-gown, cravat and mangled hat, a cigarette dropping from his mouth. He looks dissolute beyond measure; a Lord Lucan discovered in sick old age; but a certain ashen charm survives.

Agatha was acutely aware of this charm, and having been under its spell she came to understand its nature. As a child, when Monty had dismissed her scathingly as ‘the scrawny chicken’, she had found him hopelessly glamorous (he was the best-looking of the Millers). Adult life taught her that a man could be weak yet irresistible. Her last Westmacott novel, The Burden, has a young girl in love with just such a man.


She still found it delightful to be married to Henry, but she perceived that it had its disadvantages. Henry had by now had four different jobs. It never seemed difficult for him to get a job – he had a large circle of wealthy friends – but it seemed quite impossible for him to keep a job. Either he got tired of it and chucked it, or it chucked him. Also, Henry spent money like water, and never seemed to have any difficulty in getting credit. His idea of settling his affairs was by borrowing …



As a small boy, Monty would receive his pocket money for the week and spend it all instantly. ‘Later in the week he would suddenly push my sister into a shop, quickly order three penn’orth of a favourite sweet and then look at my sister, daring her not to pay. Madge, who had a great respect for public opinion, always did. Naturally she was furious about it … Monty would merely smile at her serenely and offer her one of the sweets.’11

Twenty years later, when Monty took money from James Watts with which to build a boat, he also used it to set himself up in style at a Jermyn Street hotel, buying silk pyjamas and a bonsai tree for his room. To placate Madge he spent large amounts of her husband’s money on giving her presents and lunch at the Berkeley. It was the same trick he had pulled as a boy; and Agatha would later write of the terrible sadness of ‘a grown man with the mentality of a child … One must put away childish things –’; ‘Yes … A man who is a child is the most frightening thing in the world.’12

Agatha learned a good deal from Monty. Her large, sombre eyes took in the smiling anxiety of her father, the baffled frustration of her mother, Madge’s concerned contempt. Even when Monty was away from home – the problem of him supposedly ‘solved’ – Agatha was aware of the weak dark presence that trickled through her family. She understood him, in so far as it was possible. He informed her views on human nature; helped to make her the wise realist of her detective fiction.

‘In wartime, a man like that is a hero. But in peace – well, in peace such men usually end up in prison. They like excitement, they can’t run straight, and they don’t give a damn for society – and finally they’ve no regard for human life.’ This is from Taken at the Flood and does not quite describe Monty: he was not a criminal and he was capable of affection. But he belonged to the type, often portrayed in her books and sometimes a killer, of the man who could have made something of his life, were it not for a mysterious inner fallibility. ‘A slightly different arrangement of genes,’ wrote Agatha in her autobiography of Monty, ‘and he might have been a great man.’ David Hunter in Taken at the Flood; Philip Lombard in And Then There Were None; Mike Rogers in Endless Night; Charles Arundell in Dumb Witness; Michael Rafiel in Nemesis; Leonard Vole in Witness for the Prosecution; Jacko Argyle in Ordeal by Innocence – they all have something of Monty in them.
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