Stories of Detection and Mystery

0 £ 18 B s 5



Introduction

“The detective story was . . . very much a story with a moral; in
fact it was . . . the hunting down of Evil and the triumph of
Good.” The stories in this collection illustrate in a variety of
ways these words of Agatha Christie (An Autobiography, 1977).
The detective and mystery short story does not concern itself
- with complex themes. The aspect of human experience which
the stories in this collection investigate is the fact that things
are not always as they seem. Ordinary observation is not always
reliable; the unexpected can in reality be commonplace; or, on
the other hand, the ordinary can hide the horrific. These
stories are all examples of the classic detective and mystery
story: they all end with the defeat of evil, or the explanation of
mystery, and the restoration of order.

Agatha Christie (1890-1976) published her first novel in 1920
and went on to publish seventy-seven books in her lifetime.
Several of these were romantic novels, and she wrote some
short stories and several successful plays, but detective stories
were by far her most popular books.

Although “Philomel Cottage” is unlike Agatha Christie’s usual
mystery story — there is no detective, no group of suspects, no
clues — it illustrates clearly her sympathy with the victim of
crime. “[ have got more interest in my victims than my criminals,”
she wrote in her autobiography. “The more passionately alive
the victim, the more glorious indignation I have on his behalf,
and am full of a delighted triumph when I have delivered a
near-victim out of the shadow of death.”

In “Philomel Cottage”, Alix Martin is delivered out of the
shadow of death. The story is told from her point of view, as her
suspicions against her husband are gradually aroused. The seeds
of suspicion are sown in the first few paragraphs of the story:
“The man’s a complete stranger to you! You know nothing
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about him!"” Gradually, Alix's belief in Gerald’s sincerity is
eroded by sinister discoveries. The suspense in the early part of
the story is created by the mystery of who Gerald is; later it is
provided by Alix’s dangerous situation and finally Alix watches
the evil Gerald “ready to spring upon her”.

The novels of Dorothy L. Sayers (1893-1957) are best known
for her popular amateur detective Lord Peter Wimsey, but in
the story “The Great Idea of Mr Budd” it is an ordinary barber,
Mr Budd, who defeats the murderer William Strickland. There
is no gradual revelation of the evil which Strickland personifies;
the suspense of the story is created first of all by the doubt
about the identity of the stranger in the barber’s shop, and
then by Mr Budd’s attempt to outwit the murderer. It is Mr
Budd’s success which ends the story: “The great Mr Budd? 1 think
that you're quite wonderful .. ."”

The detective story was confined in its early days to the form
of the short story. G. K. Chesterton (1874-1936) wrote his de-
tective fiction solely in the short story form. Chesterton was one
of the best-known journalists in the United Kingdom and was
the author of books of literary criticism, poetry and theology
before he turned to the detective story. He published forty-
eight short stories about Father Brown between 1911 and 1935.
Father Brown is unique in detective fiction, and yet some of his
characteristics were used by other authors in the creation of
their own amateur detectives.

Father Brown’s name, the first indication of the ordinary,
inconspicuous nature of Chesterton’s detective, contrasts with
the exotic names of other characters in the stories (Flambeau,
Valentin, Isidore Smythe). “The little priest had a round, dull
face; he had eyes as empty as the North Sea; he had several
parcels wrapped in brown paper, which he was quite unable to
collect together.” But Father Brown reveals himself as not quite
the simple priest he seems, as he misleads the famous French
criminal in “The Blue Cross”, and solves the mystery of “The
Invisible Man”. His knowledge of human nature and his flair for
unusual methods of detection are illustrated in “The Blue Cross”;
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and his very simplicity enables him to see what others miss in
“The Invisible Man”, as he exposes the supernatural mystery as
a careless error of thought.

Albert Campion, the amateur detective created by Margery
Allingham (1904-1966), appears in many of her novels as well as
in the short story “Family Affair”. The details of Campion’s
character, like those of Father Brown, are left vague. He, too,
gives the impression of being foolish. “Campion, who was quiet
and fair and wore glasses, listened attentively as his habit was. '
And, as usual, he looked hesitant and a little uncertain of himself;
a great many men had failed to regard him seriously until it was
too late.” Campion solves the mystery of the empty house by
revealing, like Father Brown in “The Invisible Man”, a
commonsense solution.

In the traditional detective story, the police are part of the
plot, but they are always subordinate to the detective in the
solution of the mystery. In “The Great Idea of Mr Budd”, the
police take an active part in the arrest of murderer William
Strickland, but that is their only function in the story: “The
policemen rushed forward. There was a shout and a shot, which
went harmlessly through the window, and the passenger was
brought out.” Similarly, in “Philomel Cottage” it is Dick
Windyford who comes to rescue Alix and the police play a
secondary role: “Then he turned to the man with him, a tall
strong policeman. ‘Go and see what’s happening in that room.””

In “The Blue Cross”, the head of the Paris police, Valentin,
plodding across London behind Father Brown, offers a striking
contrast to the priest. He does not understand what is happening
until Father Brown explains. Valentin then turns to the criminal
Flambeau: “Do not bow to me, my friend . . . let us bow to our
master.” And they both stood for a moment with their hats off,
while the little Essex priest searched about for his umbrella.”

The police do not play a part in “The Invisible Man”, but
Flambeau (now reformed, and working as a private detective)
serves as a contrast to Father Brown. Flambeau’s room is
“ornamented with swords and weapons of all kinds, strange
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objects from the East, bottles of Italian wine . .. ”. Father Brown
is “a small, dusty-looking priest who did not look quite right in
these surroundings”. Flambeau is aggressive in action: he runs
upstairs to Smythe’s flat and “clearly wanted to break the door
with his big shoulder”. Father Brown, on the other hand, “still
stood and looked about him in the snow-covered street, as if he
had lost interest in his inquiry”. And yet, of course, it is Father
Brown who solves the mystery, while Flambeau remains per-
plexed: “Oh, this will drive me mad . . . Who is this fellow? What
does he look like? What is the usual dress of a man who is
invisible to the mind?’”

The policeman in “Family Affair”, Chief Inspector Charles
Luke, plays a prominent part in many of Margery Allingham’s
novels. He contrasts strikingly with Campion: “a dark, tough
and very active man; and as usual he was talking continuously,
using his hands to add force to his words.” It is Campion, how-
ever, who solves the mystery in “Family Affair”; Luke, like
Flambeau, has to ask the amateur for an explanation: “I was
completely fooled by it . . . You know, Campion, you were right
... How did you guess the solution?”

In “The Heel”, by Cyril Hare (1900-1958), it is the policeman
who plays the role of the detective in the story: Sergeant Place
notices the tiny clue and solves the mystery. None of the char-
acters in this story are described in any depth. The most we
learn about Place is that his “smile usually made people feel at
ease”. The discovery of the murderer leads Place to remark
cheerfully that he will soon be dead. The victim is described as
“the poor harmless servant”. The classic detective story, relying
on the solution of a puzzle as the whole purpose of its plot,
dispenses with detailed characterisation, as “The Heel”
perfectly illustrates.

In later detective and mystery fiction, the character of the
rurderer or criminal became a more important part of the
story, but at the time these stories were written most writers
shared the view of Agatha Christie: “I was, like everyone else
who wrote books or read them, against the criminal and for the
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innocent victim.” Chesterton was the only exception. Father
Brown is interested not so much in the defeat of evil and the
arrest of the criminal as in the way men’s minds work. In “The
Invisible Man”, Flambeau, the “great” criminal, has become a
private detective. And at the end of the story, Father Brown,
instead of bringing in the police to make an arrest, “walked
those snow-covered hills under the stars for many hours with a
murderer. What they said to each other will never be known.”

Dennis Wheatley (1897-1977) was a prolific writer of novels
on the supernatural, and in “The Case of the Thing that
Whimpered”, his interest in the supernatural is personified by
Neils Orsen, who “had chosen to spend his life in the study of
ghosts and spirits”. The supernatural events which occur in
Mark Hemmingway's new storehouse are so violent that Orsen
says: “I really believe now that we’re on the track of an Ab-human
... abodiless force — something that has somehow made its way
up out of the Great Depths and found a gateway by which it can
get back into this world.”” However, the unexpected ending
restores order and provides a commonsense solution to the
mystery, in the classic tradition of detective mysteries.

“The Mezzotint” and “The Unlucky Theatre” are the only two
stories in this collection which offer a supernatural solution to
their mysteries. In “The Mezzotint”, a crime of a previous
generation is solved by the observation of the changes in the
picture. Order is restored once the crime has been revealed:
“.. . it was an uncommon picture. And although it was watched
with great care, it has never been known to change again.” In
“The Unlucky Theatre”, order is restored only when the theatre
is pulled down.

It is the restoration of order, following the defeat of evil, the
solution of a puzzle or the explanation of a mystery, which gives
detective stories their form. As Margery Allingham wrote, the

popularity of the mystery story is “a sign of the popular instinct
for order and form”.
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The Blue Cross
by G. K. Chesterton

Early one morning the boat arrived at Harwich and let loose a
crowd of travellers like flies, among whom the man that we must
follow was in no way unusual. Nor did he wish to be. There was
nothing extraordinary about him, except a slight difference
between the holiday gaiety of his clothes and the official, sol-
emn expression of his face. His clothes included a pale grey
coat, a white waistcoat, and a silver hat made of straw with a
grey-blue ribbon round it. Compared with his clothes his thin
face was dark and ended in a short black beard. He was smok-
ing. No one would have thought that the grey coat covered a
loaded gun, that the white waistcoat covered a police card, or
that the hat covered one of the most powerful brains in Europe.
For this was Valentin himself, the head of the Paris police and
the most famous detective in the world; and he was coming from
Brussels to London to make the greatest arrest of the century.

Flambeau was in England. The police of three countries had
tracked the great criminal at last from Ghent to Brussels, from
Brussels to the Hook of Holland; and it was thought that he
would make some criminal use of the strangeness and confusion
of the meeting of priests from all over the world, which was then
being held in London. Probably he would travel as some unim-
portant clerk or secretary connected with it; but, of course,
Valentin could not be certain; nobody could be certain about
Flambeau.

It is many years now since this great criminal, Flambeau,
suddenly stopped bringing trouble and disturbance into the
world; and when he stopped there was great quiet upon the
earth. But in his best days (I mean, of course, his worst) Flambeau
was an internationally well-known figure. Almost every morn-
ing people read in their daily papers that he had escaped
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punishment for one extraordinary crime by breaking the law a
second time. He was a Frenchman of great strength and size
who often showed great daring; and the wildest stories were
told of the amusing uses that he made of his strength; how he
turned a judge upside down and stood him on his head, “to clear
his mind”; how he ran down the street with a policeman under
each arm. It must be said of him, however, that his extraordi-
nary bodily strength was generally employed in bloodless though
hardly noble scenes. Each of his robberies would make a story
by itself. It was he who ran the great Tyrolean Milk Company in
London, with no cows, no carts, and no milk, but with more than
a thousand people who bought from him. He did this by the
simple operation of moving the little milk-cans outside people’s
doors to the doors of the people he was supposed to serve.
A great simplicity, however, could be seen in many of his crimes.
It is said that he once repainted all the numbers on the doors of
the houses in a street in the middle of the night merely to lead
one traveller into a trap. It is quite certain that he invented a
public letterbox, which he was able to move. This he put up at
quiet corners of the town because there was a chance that a
stranger might drop a letter containing money into it. Lastly, he
was known to be very active and quick; although his body was so
large, he could jump as well as any insect and hide in the tree-
tops like a monkey. For this reason the great Valentin, when he
set out to find Flambeau, knew very well that his adventures
would not end when he found him.

But how was he to find him? On this the great Valentin’s ideas
were still not settled.

There was one thing which Flambeau could not cover, even
though he was very skilful at dressing to look like someone else,
and that was his unusual height. If Valentin’s quick eye had seen
a tall apple-seller, a tall soldier, or even a fairly tall woman, he
might have arrested them immediately. But just as an elephant
cannot pretend to be a cat, so there was nobody on his train who
could be Flambeau dressed as someone else. Valentin had al-
ready made certain that he was not among the people on the
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