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				About the Book

				Hercule Poirot, with his distinctive moustache and fastidious ways, is one of Agatha Christie’s finest creations and one of the world’s best-loved detectives.

				Through his television performance in ITV’s Agatha Christie’s Poirot, David Suchet has become inextricably linked with the ‘little Belgian’, a man whom he has grown to love dearly through an intimate relationship lasting more than twenty years.

				In Poirot and Me, he shares his many memories of creating this iconic television series and reflects on what the detective has meant to him over the years.
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				Prologue

				It is a damp, chill Friday morning in November and I am feeling old, very old; so old, indeed, that I am on the brink of death. I have lost two stone in weight, my face is the colour of aged parchment, and my hands are gnarled like human claws.

				I am about to breathe my last as Agatha Christie’s idiosyncratic Belgian detective, Hercule Poirot, who has been a part of my life as an actor for almost a quarter of a century. I have played him in no fewer than sixty-six  television films, and I am about to bid him farewell.

				It is, quite simply, one of the hardest things I have ever had to do, even though I am, of course, only an actor playing a part. Poirot’s death is to take place on sound stage A at Pinewood Studios in Buckinghamshire, twenty miles or so north-west of London, at eleven o’clock in the morning on this November day, and I am in the middle of the great, echoing stage where Poirot is to meet his end in this, his last case Curtain.

				All around me are the crew of ninety with their huge lights and the swinging sound booms: the make-up and hair ladies, the director of photography, the two cameras and their operators, the man with the clapper board, and, of course, the talented young director Hettie Macdonald.

				Now in her late thirties, Hettie is one of Britain’s most delicate yet forceful directors, with the capacity to surprise her audience and charm her cast. She directed ‘Blink’, which has been called the ‘scariest ever’ episode of the British television series Doctor Who, in 2007, but she is not here to terrify anyone today: she is here to preside over the death of a fictional icon, a detective as famous as his counterpart Sherlock Holmes and who has brought every bit as much pleasure to millions around the world.

				That brings sadness to the air. There is none of the usual banter and laughter of a film unit in action. Our beloved Belgian is dying, and no one can really bear it. Everyone is caught up in the emotion of watching me – as Poirot – pass away in front of their eyes.

				It does not happen at once, however. There are two scenes to be filmed before we get to the denouement, and both of them feature just two actors – Poirot and his old and trusted colleague Captain Hastings, played by my dear friend Hugh Fraser.

				A loud bell echoes across the set to indicate that we are about to shoot. Hugh and I play out the melancholy scene, each knowing that we are nearing the end. Finally, my old friend walks quietly off the set and I sigh to myself. 

				When the great bell rings to indicate the end of the scene, hardly anyone moves. There is barely a sound. Every person there knows that we are nearing the end of a television era, one of the longest-running series ever starring a single actor as the main character. Each man and woman working with me is supporting me in every way they can – but we all know there is no avoiding the truth.

				On the sound stage outside the set, my wife Sheila is sitting beside the sound man, watching the scene on the video playback. It is the first time she has come to this shoot, because she knows – better than anyone – just how difficult it will be for me to say goodbye to the little man who has inhabited our lives since 1988.

				I step out of the small set perched in the middle of the sound stage. Sheila puts her arm around me. We walk away from the group clustered around the set preparing for the next scene – which will see Poirot bid his final farewell to Hastings. She hugs me, and I hug her back; there is nothing more we can really say.

				The make-up ladies arrive to check the prosthetics on my hands which make them look old, and to make sure that I look ‘pretty poorly’, as Hettie likes to put it.

				The truth is that I do feel pretty poorly; I have a cold. I always seem to get an infection when Poirot does – it is mysterious, but it has been happening for years. What would Dr Freud make of it, I wonder? I played him in a six-part BBC television series once – and even died for the screen on his own day bed, brought down to the set from his home in Hampstead – but that death was simple compared to this one. This is the death of a dear friend.

				For years it has been Poirot and me, and to lose him is a pain almost beyond imagining.

				Yet as I walk back on to the set, I know I have to clear my mind of everything, of every emotion. I must concentrate on what is about to happen to my old friend, and to me.

				The script for Poirot’s last case is written by the British playwright and screenwriter Kevin Elyot, and he has chosen a haunting piece of Chopin to accompany Poirot’s last words to Hastings. And now Hettie calls for this to be played in the studio. The gentle, poignant chords surround us all, only serving to intensify the grief in our hearts.

				The music stops and I wait for the great bell to ring again, to mark the fact that we are about to shoot. Then I quietly ask if I may have silence for a few moments, just to allow Poirot and me a little peace to collect our thoughts. I will raise a single finger to indicate that the sound should start recording and the cameras roll before Hettie murmurs, ‘Action.’

				Lying there, I have decided to make my breathing more shallow, to underline the struggle that Poirot is having as he fights for life, but also to reveal that other things are troubling him as well. For he is also afraid: there is a part of this final story that has made him wonder whether God will truly ever forgive him for his actions, and, as any good Catholic, that thought troubles him deeply.

				Poirot is aware that the end is coming, but he is not sure when. For once in his life, Poirot cannot control the events around him. He is rendered a mere mortal again.

				In my mind, I have been exploring exactly how Poirot would feel in his last moments for weeks and weeks, but I did not fully understand what was happening until a month or so ago when I went for make-up and costume tests for this final film. That was the first time the old-age lines were painted onto my face and the prosthetics put on my hands; the first time that I sat in the wheelchair that I would be using in part of the story; the first time I fully understood emotionally that he was about to die. That brought home to me the reality that this was the end of the relationship between Poirot and me. Those thoughts come back to me as I ask for silence in order to clear my mind before I bid Hastings farewell. It is hard for both us. We have been as close as a pair of fictional friends could possibly be through nearly three decades of filming.

				As I softly speak Poirot’s final words to Hastings, I am looking at a man who I have worked with for so many years. As the music sweeps across the sound stage, the emotion overcomes even the strongest hearts. When Hastings leaves Poirot, the music swells – only to stop suddenly as the great bell rings to mark the end of the scene. Once again, silence falls across the set like a shroud.

				Sitting beside the sound man, the lovely Andrew Sissons, who has worked with us so many times before, Sheila is crying quietly, and he says to her in his soft, kindly voice, ‘I didn’t realise how emotional it would be.’

				My driver Sean O’Connor is watching the scene on the video playback in tears, and so is Peter Hale, who has been my stand-in for the past fourteen years, even though we do not look all that much alike. Sitting not far away, the make-up and continuity ladies are also wiping their eyes.

				For me, it is quite extraordinary to see everyone so emotional. I have never, ever experienced anything like it in my entire career.

				But Hettie and I dare not lose our focus. We know that there is a little way to go yet, and that we have to get there before we can allow ourselves to mourn. As an actor, I have always believed that I have to stand outside the role I am playing, aware of it, immersed in it,  but still watchful. Otherwise what I am doing will not really be true, and I will never allow that.

				Hettie calls for the crew to move on to the scene in which Poirot is about to take his final, breaths, and I know that I am so lucky to have her as the director. We worked together once before, on a two-hour version of Dame Agatha’s The Mystery of the Blue Train, and I was very keen that she should be with me for Poirot’s final case because she was so sympathetic to his character. I believed her sensibilities and skill would be good for his last story, while it also meant that I could give 100 per cent of my trust to her, which was enormously important for me.

				As Hettie and the crew prepare, I leave the set. My dresser, Anne-Marie Digby, gives me my dressing gown and Sheila and I walk away into one of the far corners to talk.

				The next scenes are important. We must get them right, because I don’t want Poirot’s death to be sentimental; I want to make it as real as I possibly can. I would like the audience to understand that he is fighting to keep himself together, so that when he reaches for his rosary to ask God’s forgiveness, there is truth in every single frame of film.

				All around me the crew are trying their best to help me. I realise that I am so lucky to have them too, and vow to tell them so when we finally wrap the filming the following Monday afternoon – after we’ve had the weekend to recover.

				Sheila walks me back to the set, and I take my position. I am the only actor in this next scene, and the two cameras are set up to take different angles of these last moments of my life as Poirot.

				The challenge is to make the scene moving but not too melodramatic. But at the same time I want to convince every single member of the audience, wherever they may be around the world, that dying is not easy, or comfortable. I do not want to sugar-coat the end of Poirot.

				Once again, the bell rings to announce the start of the scene. Once again, I explain that I will lift my finger to announce when I’m ready to start. Then, and only then, will Hettie call for action.

				Finally I’m ready, and she does. I do not want to have to do this scene more than once. So I concentrate every fibre of my being on getting it exactly right. I am there to serve the Hercule Poirot that Dame Agatha Christie created, and nowhere can that be more important than in his last words.

				Thankfully, it seems to work. Hettie calls, ‘Cut,’ and the great bell rings to mark the end of this one and only take.

				Now there is just one scene left on this damp, grey Friday in November – the discovery of Poirot’s body by Hastings. And, once again, I am determined that it should not be sugary. I discuss it with Hettie, and with Sheila, asking them what they think – but in my heart I know that I do not want his death to seem too chocolate-box.

				It is a little after six in the evening now, and the crew are beginning to tire, as am I. This is the twenty-second day of shooting, with only one day off on some weekends, and the emotion of the day has made it all the more draining. I can see it in the faces of the people around me.

				No matter how tired I am, one thing I am sure of: I want Sheila to join Hettie and me on the set, to see what they both feel about how Poirot should be found after his death. I want to make him look as though he has been struggling with the fear that there might be no redemption. Passing is not always as easy as it is portrayed on film.

				It has to be real. For me, that is what every actor should aim to bring to any part he plays. You remain true to your character, no matter what happens. I do not want my Poirot to have a neat, sanitised death, filmed through soft gauze to give it a romantic haze. I want him to die as I hope I have helped him to live: as a real, extraordinary human being.

				Hettie keeps the filming as brief as she possibly can, just getting Hugh’s reaction in close-up as well as when he bursts into the room. Not a single person on that small set, including Hugh, Sheila and I, want it to go on for one moment longer than it absolutely has to. It has been a brutal day and we want it to end.

				It does. Hettie calls, ‘Cut,’ the great bell rings and we have finished for the day.

				As I walk back to my trailer, parked outside the sound stage, I feel completely lost. Sheila and I are going home for the weekend, but I do not know what to do with myself. I cannot sit or stand still, and so I pace about the trailer. When we finally get home, I still cannot settle. I am not sure if I want to eat or not; not sure whether to go out and see friends, or just stay at home.

				In the end we stay at home together. But the hardest part is that we have to go back to Pinewood on Monday morning for the twenty-third and last day of filming, even though Poirot is already dead. The future hangs over us both like a dark cloud throughout the weekend, no matter how hard we try to put it out of our minds.

				Another bleak, drizzly day dawns on Monday and I have to film the final moments of the story, which are vital because Poirot tells Hastings – in a letter delivered four months after his death – the solution to the mystery of the killings that surrounded them both in these last days at Styles.

				I cannot allow myself to step back from the role, but, quite suddenly, sitting there at the writing desk in my stage bedroom, I recapture a little of the joy that has always been a part of Poirot and me.

				I am writing a letter to Hastings to explain all that has happened, and what makes it all the extraordinary is that the art department have discovered a way to create my handwriting so that I do not have to write every word myself time after time. It is as though a ghost has taken over my life.

				At the end of the scene Poirot gives one last look to the camera. I want to put across the twinkle in my eye that I have used so often when I have inhabited that little man. There has been enough gloom in this final story.

				As I look across at the camera for the final time, I think back to Poirot’s last words to Hastings on Friday.

				‘Cher ami,’ I said softly, as he was leaving Poirot to rest.

				That phrase meant an enormous amount to me, which is why I repeated it after he had shut the door behind him. But my second ‘cher ami’ in that scene was for someone other than Hastings. It was for my dear, dear friend Poirot. I was saying goodbye to him as well, and I felt it with all my heart.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				‘I wouldn’t touch it with a barge pole’

				When Hercule Poirot died on that late November afternoon in 2012, a part of me died with him.

				Agatha Christie’s fastidious little Belgian detective had been part of my life for almost a quarter of a century. I’d played him in more than a hundred hours of television over twenty-five years. And now here I was portraying his death.

				Words really can’t express how much that obsessive, kindly, gentle man with his mincing walk, his ‘little grey cells’ and his extraordinary accent had come to mean to me. To lose him now, after so long, was like losing the dearest of friends, even though I was only an actor playing a part.

				But I knew, in my heart, that I had done him justice. I had brought him to life for millions of people around the world, and helped them to care about him as much as I did. That was my consolation as I breathed my last for him in the television studio that day, because I knew that I would never play him again: there were no more of his original stories to bring to the screen.

				Hercule Poirot’s death was the end of a long creative journey for me, made all the more emotional as I had only ever wanted to play Dame Agatha’s true Poirot, the man she’d first created in The Mysterious Affair at Styles in 1920 and whose death she chronicled more than half a century later, in Curtain in 1975.

				He was as real to me as he had been to her: a great detective, a remarkable man, if, perhaps, just now and then, a little irritating. He had inhabited my life every bit as much as he must have done hers as she wrote thirty-three novels, more than fifty short stories and a play about him, making Poirot one of the most famous fictional detectives in the world, alongside Sherlock Holmes.

				But how had it come to this? How had I come to inhabit his morning jacket and pin-striped trousers, his black patent leather shoes and his elegantly brushed grey Homburg hat for so many years? What had brought us together? Was there something in me that found a particular echo in this short, tubby man in his sixties, given to pince-nez and saying ‘chut’ instead of ‘ssh’?

				Looking back now, these many years later, I suspect in my heart that there was.

				To understand precisely what I mean we have to travel back in time – to an autumn evening in 1987 in an Indian restaurant in, of all places, Acton in west London – when I was first asked to play the role. But that also means that I must tell you something about me, as an actor, and how Poirot came to haunt my every step. For he and I are now inextricably linked, as I hope you will see.

				Let’s start at the beginning. Why on earth would anyone ask me to play the role? After all, I wasn’t exactly the obvious choice. I’d spent almost twenty years playing pretty menacing parts, rather than charming detectives. I’d played Shylock in The Merchant of Venice and Iago to Ben Kingsley’s Othello for the Royal Shakespeare Company. I’d played Sigmund Freud in a six-hour drama documentary for BBC television, and won a radio drama award for a dramatisation of Tolstoy’s horrifying portrayal of doomed love, The Kreutzer Sonata.

				Yet, ironically, it was another dark role, my portrayal of Blott, the eccentric, malevolent gardener in Tom Sharpe’s marvellous comic novel Blott on the Landscape – dramatised for the BBC in 1985 – that led to that Indian restaurant in Acton. It was my portrayal of that strange, haunted man intent on using every means at his disposal to save his aristocratic mistress and her country house from the developers that led to my becoming Poirot, the little man who was so much a part of the rest of my life.

				I was forty-one years old when Poirot first appeared beside me. I’d been bitten by the acting bug when I was a member of the National Youth Theatre at eighteen and stood backstage at the Royal Court thinking, ‘This is what I want to do with my life.’

				My father didn’t want me to follow in his footsteps and become a doctor. But he was horrified when I told him I wanted to be an actor. I’d acted at school, where the headmaster had told him that it was ‘almost the only thing that David is really good at’, which wasn’t true at all because I was pretty good at rugby, tennis and cricket as well. But my father was still appalled at the idea of my becoming an actor and only very reluctantly accepted the inevitable.

				Full of enthusiasm, I auditioned for the Central School of Music and Drama in London, but they turned me down flat because I couldn’t sing, which upset me so much that I didn’t even bother going to the audition for the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. A few weeks later, however, I did pluck up the courage to audition for the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art, and they offered me a place.

				Not that I fitted in exactly. I was still living at home with my parents and I turned up for my first day at LAMDA in 1966 wearing a suit and tie, when everyone else was wearing Beatle caps and jeans. Then I arrived at my first movement class wearing my school rugby colours and was instantly sent out to buy a leotard and tights. One of the teachers even tried to persuade me to buy a pair of jeans, but I never managed to get into them because my thighs were too big – all those days of rugby at school.

				In fact, I don’t think LAMDA thought very much of me as an actor at first – at least until I was cast by the former child star Jeremy Spenser as the Mayor, Hebble Tyson, in Christopher Fry’s 1948 comedy-drama The Lady’s Not for Burning. It was my first character part, and it helped me find my metier. LAMDA thought so too because they awarded me a prize as their best student when I left.

				From London, I went into rep as an assistant stage manager at the Gateway Theatre in Chester in 1969, working on a new play every two weeks. But that was only a start, and in the years that followed, there were some very lean times. I spent a good deal of time at the start of my career ‘resting’, as we actors like to call being out of work. To sustain myself in the early 1970s, I found myself unloading lorry loads of dog food, then working as a lift operator in a block of flats, and finally, selling and hiring formal wear at Moss Bros.

				In fact, I was so terrified that I was never going to work as an actor again that when Moss Bros generously offered me an apprenticeship as a junior manager, I was all set to accept it. But fate intervened. On the very morning when I was going to say yes, I got a call offering me a part in a television show called The Protectors, starring Robert Vaughn and Nyree Dawn Porter, which was shooting at that very moment in Venice. I didn’t hesitate – I took the plane to Venice. It was the end of my career in men’s wear.

				Since then, I’ve been lucky enough to work regularly in the theatre, in films and on radio and television. I joined the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1973, at the age of twenty-seven, and loved it, just as I loved appearing in films like Song for Europe, Harry and the Hendersons, with John Lithgow, and The Falcon and the Snowman, with Sean Penn and Tim Hutton, as well as A World Apart, where I played a distinctly frightening South African police interrogator.

				But it was Blott, on television, that made me – Tom Sharpe rang me in tears to say that he’d never expected to see his character so beautifully portrayed. I was very touched.

				That was why Brian Eastman, the Brighton-born film and television producer who’d produced Blott for the BBC, rang me up on that autumn evening in 1987 and asked if he could come round to see me and take me out to dinner. He’s a tall, slim man who likes to work with people he knows and respects. As a result of Blott, we’d become friends – so I said yes.

				Brian arrived at the house, had a chat with my wife Sheila and saw my son and daughter, Robert and Katherine, who were then six and four, before taking me out to the local Indian restaurant.

				That’s how we ended up sitting opposite each other over a chicken madras and a vegetable biryani when Brian said suddenly, ‘Have you read much of Agatha Christie?’

				I blanched. The honest truth was that I’d never read any at all, not so much as a single book. My father, a wonderful man and a leading gynaecologist in his day, had always encouraged my elder brother John, my younger brother Peter and me to read, but had also told us: ‘Read the greats, never forget Shakespeare, challenge yourselves.’ We’d all taken his advice, and it was one reason why I’d loved playing Tolstoy’s poor Pozdnyshev in The Kreutzer Sonata.

				‘Well, to be honest, Brian, I haven’t read any,’ I said rather meekly. ‘She’s really not my style. But I know she has a great many fans.’

				Brian seemed untroubled. ‘Have you seen any of the Poirot films?’ he asked, putting his spoon into the pilau rice.

				I’d done more than that. I’d actually appeared in one.

				‘I appeared with Peter Ustinov in the CBS film Thirteen at Dinner in 1985, just before I did Iago,’ I told him. ‘I played Inspector Japp.’

				In fact, I’d taken the job to make a little money before going up to Stratford, which I knew wouldn’t make me a great deal. I had a young family to support. What I didn’t tell Brian was that I thought Inspector Japp was probably the worst performance I’d ever given in my life. I didn’t know what on earth to do with the part and so, for some unfathomable reason, I’d decided to play him like a kind of Jewish bookie and make him eat whenever he appeared on the screen. I even made him eat Poirot’s breakfast in one scene, which amused Ustinov hugely.

				Peter and I had talked about Poirot while we were filming. He liked the part because he could bring out what he saw as the comedy in the role, but he knew that he could never play the Poirot that Agatha Christie had actually written. Peter was too large, physically and as a character, for the true Poirot; his own personality got in the way, and he used the accent as part of his comic armoury.

				But, during a break in the filming one day, Peter did say to me, ‘You could play Poirot, you know, and you would be very good at it.’ It was extremely flattering of him, but I did not take the idea very seriously. That conversation came back to me that October night, as Brian Eastman and I talked over our Indian meal.

				‘I’ve seen Albert Finney, of course,’ I told him, as he pushed a plate of rice across the table, ‘in Murder on the Orient Express, which I really enjoyed.’

				I remember thinking privately that Albert’s performance in the 1974 film had struck me as rather tense and stiff – he hardly ever seemed to move his neck – while his accent had been very gruff, almost angry. But that didn’t detract from his excellent performance, nor the superb cast, which included Lauren Bacall, Ingrid Bergman, John Gielgud and Sean Connery, who used to live not that far away from me in Acton when he was still married to the achingly beautiful Diane Cilento.

				Brian took another mouthful of curry and then said, ‘Well, I’ve taken the idea of a new series of television films based on Poirot to ITV in London, and they’re very keen on making ten one-hour films from the short stories next year.’

				He paused, then dropped his bombshell.

				‘And we are very keen that you should play Poirot.’

				My spoonful of curry stopped halfway to my mouth. I was, quite literally, astounded. I can remember the shock to this day.

				Me, the serious Shakespearean actor, portrayer of men with haunted souls whose dark deeds forever surround them, playing a fastidious, balding detective; I couldn’t quite grasp the idea, but I didn’t say no. I was too astonished.

				As we left the restaurant, Brian said, ‘I’ll send you some of the books. Have a look at them and see what you think.’ Then he disappeared into the night, and I walked home to Sheila in a daze.

				Two days later, a couple of the full-length Poirot novels arrived, and shortly afterwards, a copy of Poirot’s Casebook, containing some of the short stories that Brian thought should make up the first series of ten television programmes. I was intrigued, but I also thought I’d better know what I might be getting myself into. So I started to read them.

				And as I did so, it slowly dawned on me that I’d never actually seen the character I was reading about on the screen. He wasn’t like Albert Finney, or Peter Ustinov, or Ian Holm in the 1986 BBC drama Murder by the Book. He was quite, quite different: more elusive, more pedantic and, most of all, more human than the person I’d seen on the screen.

				But I still wasn’t sure whether I should play him. So I decided to ask my elder brother John, who was then a newscaster at Independent Television News in London. He is two years older than I am, and I’ve always looked up to him, so I rang him.

				‘John,’ I said, a little nervously, ‘do you read Agatha Christie?’

				There was a slight pause at the other end of the line. ‘Not in recent years,’ he said, ‘but I’ve dipped into one or two in the past.’

				‘Do you know her character Hercule Poirot?’ I asked.

				‘Of course, he’s her most famous creation.’

				‘Well, they’re thinking of making ten one-hour films of his stories, with me playing the role. Only I don’t know the character. What do you think of him?’

				There was a distinct hush.

				‘I wouldn’t touch it with a barge pole,’ John said firmly.

				‘Seriously?’ I blurted out.

				‘Yes. I mean, Poirot’s a bit of a joke, a buffoon. It’s not you at all.’

				I gulped.

				‘Well, what I’m reading isn’t a buffoon,’ I told him. ‘It’s a character that I’ve never seen portrayed.’

				There was another silence.

				‘It would be a wonderful challenge to see if I could bring that character to the screen,’ I said, stumbling on.

				There was a slight sigh. John is an enormously kind and gentle man, and would never want to upset me.

				‘Of course, you must do it if you want to,’ he said quietly. ‘Good luck. Only one word of warning: it may be difficult to get people to take him seriously.’

				It turned out he was quite right.

				But the more I thought about the man in Dame Agatha’s books, the more convinced I became that I could bring the true Poirot to life on the screen, a man no audience had seen before. And so, a few days later, I rang Brian Eastman.

				‘I think I’d like to do it, Brian,’ I said, with my heart in my mouth. It was just after the New Year of 1988.

				‘That’s wonderful news,’ he said quickly. ‘I’ll be in touch with your agent. No one else was approached, you know. You were our first choice – and I’m absolutely delighted you’d like to play him.’

				So began the long journey to bring Poirot to life for millions, and to do that, I knew I had to discover every single thing I could about the detective with the small waxed moustache and those ever-present ‘little grey cells’.

				I started by collecting copies of all the novels and short stories featuring him and piled them up beside my bed. I wanted to get to the very heart of what Dame Agatha thought of him and what he was really like, and to do that, I had to read every word his creator had ever written about him. I didn’t want my Poirot to be a caricature, something made up in a film or television studio, I wanted him to be real, as real as he was in the books, as real as I could possibly make him.

				The first thing I realised was that I was a slightly too young to play him. He was a retired police detective in his sixties when he first appeared in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, while I was in my early forties. Not only that, he was also described as a good deal fatter than I was. There was going to have to be some considerable padding, not to mention very careful make-up and costume, if I was going to convince the world that I was the great Hercule Poirot.

				Even more important, the more I read about him, the more convinced I became that he was a character that demanded to be taken seriously. He wasn’t a silly little man with a funny accent, any more than Sherlock Holmes was just a morphine addict with a taste for playing the violin. There was a depth and quality to the Poirot that Dame Agatha had created – and that was what I desperately wanted to bring to the screen.

				I took the role of Poirot because it precisely symbolised everything I believed about being an actor, which I hadn’t truly discovered until well after I’d started out in Chester, at the age of twenty-three, back in 1969.

				In my first years in the profession, I struggled to find my identity, to understand why I was actually doing it. What was it that I wanted to be as an actor exactly? Was it just about dressing up and becoming someone else? Was I desperate to become some kind of star?

				I was confused. I’d achieved part of my dream – I’d become a professional actor – but what did that mean? What did I want?

				I was so uncertain that I looked up the dictionary definition of what an actor was. It defined it as a thespian, a theatre player – but that was really no help to me at all. It didn’t strike any kind of chord. If my only objective was to strut around the stage or the film studio pretending to be someone else, I didn’t feel comfortable.

				There was no real purpose in that for me; it just didn’t fit the man I knew I was: the serious, slightly reserved son of a South African-born gynaecologist and an English actress who was the daughter of a music-hall artist from Kent, and who’d gone on to become a dancer on the West End stage herself.

				Deep down I knew that I didn’t want to pretend to be someone else; I wanted to inhabit them, to bring them to life. The longer I thought about it, the more I realised that what I really wanted to do was to become different people, to transform myself into them. I wanted to be a character actor, not a star. That was what I enjoyed, that was what acting really meant to me.

				It was at that moment that I also realised that the playwright or screenwriter of any piece I appeared in depended on me as an actor to give his or her character a personality and voice. That was what excited me, because without character and personality, there can be no drama. I was convinced that my purpose as an actor was to become the writer’s voice.

				That understanding came like a thunderclap. I realised – suddenly – that it wasn’t about me. It was about the character I was lucky enough to play, and my job was to bring out the truth in the character – and what the writer wanted. Ultimately, that was what really lay behind my decision to play Poirot.

				That’s one of the reasons why I wanted to write this book. I wanted to try to explain what being a character actor means for me, and how it can sustain you even if you play a single part for more than a quarter of a century. I don’t think any actors have ever really attempted that before – not Basil Rathbone or Jeremy Brett, who both played Sherlock Holmes; nor John Thaw, who played Inspector Morse; nor Raymond Burr, who brought us both Perry Mason and Ironside; nor even Richard Chamberlain, who was Doctor Kildare for all those years.

				I wanted to try to explain what my craft and profession mean to me personally, especially when I’ve had the good fortune to be asked to play a man who is known, and loved, by so many millions of people around the world.

				And so it was that ‘inhabiting’ Dame Agatha’s Poirot preoccupied me in those first months of 1988. I wanted to understand everything about him, to become him, and to make him as real to the world as he was becoming to me. He gave my work a purpose, and I hoped that I would repay my debt to his creator by bringing him truly to life – in all his dimensions – for the first time.

				Just as I was beginning to immerse myself in him, however, I was offered a part in a small British film based on a Michael Morpurgo children’s story called When the Whales Came. It was a charming piece set in the Scilly Isles, thirty miles out from Land’s End in the north Atlantic, about two children who set out to save a beached narwhal that had landed on their shores, and in doing so saved their island from a curse.

				The stars were to be my old National Youth Theatre friend Helen Mirren and the unforgettable but distinctly shy Paul Scofield, Oscar-winner for his performance in the film of Robert Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons in 1966, as well as receiving a Tony for playing Salieri in Peter Shaffer’s Amadeus on Broadway in 1979. His portrayal of King Lear has been described as ‘the greatest ever Shakespearean performance’, and he was undoubtedly one of the finest actors of his generation. Filming would take ten weeks on the Scillies between April and June, and I was to play the third lead, a local fisherman called Will.

				It wasn’t an enormous part, but it was a beautiful place to be, and I thought it would give me a chance to read even more Poirot, away from the demands of London and the telephone. Besides, Sheila and the children could visit me on the islands, which would give us all a week together during the half-term holiday.

				So it was that I spent the beautiful spring of 1988 on the smallest of the Scilly Isles, Bryher, where the film was being shot, spending my spare time reading Poirot stories.

				The more I did so, the more the little man entranced me. There were so many foibles, so many little habits that some people found hard to understand, so many mannerisms – his need for order, his dislike of the country, his determination to carry a silver ‘Turnip’ pocket watch wherever he went. Each was as idiosyncratic as the next, and each as fascinating.

				Then, as the warm winds of May turned into an even warmer June, I started to write my private list of Poirot’s habits and character. I called it my ‘dossier of characteristics’. It ended up five pages long and detailed ninety-three different aspects of his life. I have the list to this day – in fact, I carried it around on the set with me throughout all my years as Poirot, just as I gave a copy to every director I worked with on a Poirot film.

				The first note I made read simply: ‘Belgian! NOT French.’

				The second said: ‘Drinks tisane – hardly ever tea, which he calls “the English Poison”. Will drink coffee – black only.’

				The third echoed the same theme: ‘Has four lumps of sugar in tea and coffee – sometimes three. Once or twice, five!’

				‘Wears pointed, tight, very shiny patent leather shoes,’ said the fourth, while the fifth added, ‘Bows a great deal – even when shaking hands.’

				Very gradually, from reading the books and keeping a note of every single item that illuminated his character, I was building a picture of the man I was about to play.

				‘Hates to fly. Makes him feel sick,’ my list went on, but then also: ‘Hates travelling by water. Uses the “so excellent Laverguier method” to prevent sea-sickness.’

				‘Regards his moustaches as a thing of perfect beauty,’ said my eighth note to myself. ‘Uses scented pomade.’

				‘Order and method are his “GODS”,’ was my ninth commandment, and the next: ‘A man of faith and morals. Regards himself as “un bon Catholique”. Reads his Bible every night before he goes to sleep.’ The more I read about Poirot, the greater the respect I found for his creator. I had not realised that the woman born Agatha Mary Clarissa Miller on 15 September 1890, in my own father’s favourite seaside resort of Torquay in Devon, was the best-selling novelist of all time.

				Nor did I know that her books had sold some two billion copies around the world, that she was the most translated individual author ever – appearing in 103 languages – and that hers are ranked the third most widely published books in history, after the works of Shakespeare and the Bible.

				Perhaps if I’d known all those things when I started out on the project, I might have been even more terrified at the prospect of playing Poirot and satisfying her millions of fans.

				After all, they had a lot of experience of him: all those novels and short stories over fifty-five years. Indeed, even though Dame Agatha had professed to become ‘tired’ of him in the late 1940s, she nevertheless continued to write about him until 1972, when Collins published Elephants Can Remember. They went on to publish Curtain: Poirot’s Final Case, which she had written many years earlier, just a few months before her death at the age of eighty-five in January 1976.

				So, utterly determined to get Poirot as right as Dame Agatha would have wanted him, I sat in my room in the Hell Bay Hotel on Bryher, steadily compiling my ever-expanding list of his characteristics.

				Number eleven read: ‘A great thinker who says he has “undoubtedly the finest brain in Europe”,’ while number thirteen added: ‘Conceited professionally – but not as a person.’ Fourteen said: ‘Loves his work and genuinely believes he is the best in the world and expects everyone to know him,’ although fifteen conceded: ‘Dislikes publicity.’

				Every day Poirot’s complexities and contradictions, his vanities and idiosyncrasies, became ever clearer in my mind, but as they did so, I began to worry about his voice.

				In fact, in the ten weeks I spent on Bryher, it was Poirot’s voice that worried me the most. I would walk round that beautiful, unspoilt little island, with its population of under a hundred and where there isn’t a single tarmac road, thinking about how he would truly sound. Perhaps the quietness of the island helped me do so.

				‘Everybody thinks he’s French,’ I said to myself as I walked across the great stones that littered the beach at Rushy Bay, or stomped over the tussocky grass of Heathy Hill, with its famous dwarf pansies.

				‘The only reason people think Poirot is French is because of his accent,’ I muttered. ‘But he’s Belgian, and I know that French-speaking Belgians don’t sound French, not a bit of it.’

				I started experimenting by talking to myself in a whole range of voices, some of them coming from my head – all nasal and clipped – others coming from my chest, lower and a little slower, even a little gruff. Nothing sounded quite like the man I had been reading about in bed every night. They all sounded a little false, and that was the very last thing that I wanted.

				I also was well aware of Brian Eastman’s advice to me before I left for Bryher: ‘Don’t forget, he may have an accent, but the audience must be able to understand exactly what he’s saying.’ There was my problem in a nutshell.

				It certainly wasn’t the only one. I wanted to discover everything I could about the great detective, and as I read, I realised that there were some clues at hand. In the midst of compiling my list of Poirot’s characteristics, I came across a letter the great man had apparently written himself in April 1936, to his American publisher. It appeared in an American omnibus of his stories, including The Murder of Roger Ackroyd and Thirteen at Dinner – or Lord Edgware Dies, as it is known in England – and it answered at least some of the questions in my mind.

				‘What was my first case?’ Poirot wrote to ‘Monsieur Dodd’.

				I began work as a member of the detective force in Brussels on the Abercrombie Forgery Case in 1904, and for many years was proud to be a member of the detective service in my native Belgium. Since the closing of the war, I have, as you know, been in London, having rooms for some time with mon vieux ami Hastings, at 14, Farraway Street, under the motherly supervision of Mrs Pearson.

				As I read it, I remember being struck at how similar it all seemed to Sherlock Holmes, with Dr Watson and Mrs Hudson in 221B Baker Street. What I didn’t know, as I read, was exactly how much his creator had been influenced by the exploits of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s master detective. Dame Agatha had been an avid reader of Holmes as a young woman and although she’d decided to make her detective as different in personality from Holmes as she possibly could, she’d liked the idea of having a Dr Watson-like friend and helper who could be the narrator of the story – enter Captain Hastings. And she’d liked the notion of a kindly housekeeper to look after them.

				Keeping Poirot as different as she could from Holmes was absolutely vital, because his books were still appearing when she began to write her first Poirot story. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Valley of Fear was published in 1915, when she was planning Poirot, and his next story, His Last Bow, in 1917, appeared after Dame Agatha had finished her first draft of The Mysterious Affair at Styles, her first book and Poirot’s first appearance.

				It was inevitable that Dame Agatha’s detective would set himself quite apart from Holmes. ‘How, you ask, would I be recognised in a crowd?’ she had him write to his American publisher. ‘What is there distinctive about my appearance? Alas, I have none of those theatrical peculiarities which distinguish the detectives in story books.’

				Not quite true, I remember thinking, but I saw her point.

				True, I have my little prejudices. Anything in the least crooked or disorderly is a torment to me. In my bookcase, I arrange the tallest books at the end; then the next tallest; and so on. My medicine bottles are placed in a neatly graduated row. If your necktie were not correct, I should find it irresistible not to make it straight for you. Should there be a morsel of omelette on your coat, a speck of dust on your collar, I must correct these . . . For my breakfast, I have only toast which is cut into neat little squares. The eggs – there must be two – they must be identical in size. I confess to you that I will stoop to pick up a burnt match from a flower bed and bury it neatly.

				But Poirot denies that he’s a little man, insisting fiercely:

				I am five feet four inches high. My head, it is egg-shaped and I carry it a little to one side, the left. My eyes, I am told, shine green when I am excited. My boots are patent leather, smart and shiny. My stick is embossed with a gold band. My watch is large and keeps the time exactly. My moustache is the finest in all London. You see, mon ami? You comprehend? Hercule Poirot stands before you.

				Well yes, he did, there was no doubt of that, and he certainly was not Sherlock Holmes. Yet the more I read, the more uncertain I was about his voice. I could hear the accent – but what was it? Seeing Poirot was one thing – I was sure that Brian Eastman and I could settle that – but hearing him, that was quite another matter.

				There was also the matter of what playing him might mean to my career. Was I in danger of losing myself in a single character? Would that overwhelm me? Would I fall into that actor’s trap of being typecast? I was determined not to, but I could sense a danger.

				One evening in early June, shortly before the filming of When the Whales Came came to an end on Bryher, and just weeks before I was due to start shooting the first of the Poirot films, I had a conversation with the film’s executive producer, Geoffrey Wansell, who was to become a dear friend and who is writing this book with me. We talked about my playing Poirot and what it might mean.

				‘Well, I’ll tell you one thing,’ Geoffrey said. ‘It will change your life forever. You will go through a door and never be able to go back through it again.’

				‘Don’t be so silly,’ I told him. ‘I’ll still be exactly the same person I am now: an actor. That’s all I ever want to be.’

				‘Believe me, you won’t stay the same,’ he replied. ‘Everything will change, whether you want it to or not, and you won’t be able to go back. But that doesn’t mean for a moment that you’ll be typecast. Poirot may consume part of you while you’re playing him, but not every part of you.’

				That was what I wanted: to play the character of Poirot as I had played the characters of Blott or Freud. I was a character actor. And that’s exactly what I did. That was what I was doing now. I was going to become Poirot, not a ‘star’ personality performer.

				Shortly afterwards, I started the long trip home from Bryher – a boat to St Mary’s, the largest of the Scilly Isles, where the former Prime Minister Harold Wilson still had his bungalow, then a helicopter to Penzance, and then the long train ride back to Paddington and my house in Acton. As the journey progressed, I began to wonder exactly what I had let myself in for.

				It didn’t take long for me to find out.
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