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Introduction

I grew up in the small town of Locust Grove, population 1,300, in Northeastern Oklahoma in the ‘60s and ‘70s. In those days, you didn’t just get in a car and take off to the city, though Tulsa was only an hour away. A big trip for Mom and the four of us kids meant a short 8-mile trip to the neighboring town of Pryor, the county seat. Pryor had the only library in the county, Mom was friendly with Cora the librarian, and we would check out thirty books at a time. We were all readers, and we could go through the books in a week and pile them all back up on the kitchen table for the next trip, when Mom would say, “Get your library books together.”

Even when I was a teenager and it wasn’t particularly cool to go to the library, I often went to the Pryor Public Library, but now I had a specific mission and a specific place in the building where I went—the shelving area where the Erle Stanley Gardner Perry Mason books resided. When I came in the front door, I would take a left in front of the circulation desk, then a right, and there they were—taking up at least four rows of the bookcase. Their light brown spines, one after the other, offered me a friendly presence, waiting for me each time I arrived.

There were no Perry Mason books in our school library. I remember many of the books were kind of naughty, and a lot of drinking, smoking, and arguing went on—all in some far away magical place called Los Angeles. As a small town rural girl living in a flyover state, I imagined life in LA was exciting, that you could go dancing anywhere, anytime, and that if you got in trouble, the dashing, handsome, and immensely competent Perry Mason, or some real life version of him, would come to your rescue.

In most of the Perry Mason books, there were no children, no families to speak off, no boring and mundane activities like doing laundry and washing dishes or mowing the lawn. It was a very adult world, and as teenagers, that is what interests us, as we strive to be the adults we are not ready to be. Everyone in the Perry Mason world lived in apartments, or better yet hotel/apartments, which seemed like the ultimate in luxury and decadence to my small-town mind. What a charming life that would be, living in an apartment hotel with a stocked bar in the corner of the living room, maybe a murphy bed if there was no bedroom, a doorman, a garage attendant who would whisk out my car when I called, a cocktail lounge on the ground floor. I am sure I enjoyed the mystery of the books and trying to solve the crime, but the fantastical world of the books—fantastical in my eyes—was the real lure.

I don’t know how many of Gardner’s books I read or how many episodes of the television show Perry Mason I watched when it was in reruns when I was a teenager. Yet, the books have always held a warm place in my heart and reading soul. I love a good mystery and getting to know a series character unfolding book after book, filling my quite lovely yet limited little world in rural Oklahoma. Perry Mason, Della Street, Paul Drake, Lt. Arthur Tragg, and Hamilton Burger were people I carried with me through my highly imaginative life.

Like many prolific readers, I also became a writer, primarily a poet, and in 2012, I founded the Rural Oklahoma Museum of Poetry back in that small town of Locust Grove, population now 1,400, a place I had left when I went to college and then returned to twenty-five years later. I wrote three detective stories in verse with a character who loved Perry Mason and borrowed his name when she decided to rename herself “Perry Cassidy.” The books also use quotes from the Perry Mason books throughout as epigrams or as actual phrases in the poems.

Through all the years of reading and writing, I didn’t seem to consider writing something about the Perry Mason books until I bought a book from Bear Manor Media and perused the company’s website looking at all of the books and saw a page to contact the editor if you had a book idea. I sent off a query with the idea of taking a fun tour through all 82 of the Perry Mason books and giving highlights—specifically in three areas: cocktails, coquettes, and cigarettes—and factual details to add to those highlights in an informative way.

To my great joy, Ben Ohmart at Bear Media liked the idea, and I was off to write. And read! This book has been a real pleasure to write, and I learned so much in the process. My aim with the book is to appeal to any reader. Those who have never read the Perry Mason books can get an overview of each one and pick and choose which ones to read or read each one and follow entry by entry after or before reading them. Those who have read some of the books and want a refresher on familiar ones and an overview of unread ones can use this book as a guide. For the people out there who have read every single book, this book could be a fun reminder of some of the entertaining elements in the books.

And overall, I envision this book being a companion to the Perry Mason catalog and a reason to binge-read the Perry Mason novels. In this age of binge-watching a series, how about binge-reading one? With as much writing as Gardner did, getting himself into the Guinness Book of World Records, he was bound to put out a few turkeys, and I have been honest here when I’ve found them. There is a rating system I have used, although it is not strictly an overall assessment of the book. Instead, it is a rating of how much the three elements of cocktails, coquettes and cigarettes are present in the book. Granted, it does seem that a low CCC rating often coincides with a less-than-successful book. Go figure. Or maybe I’m too biased—you can always decide for yourselves.

I left Locust Grove when I graduated from high school in 1980, though I never got very far away. When I moved back in 2005, I went in the Pryor Public Library in its same building from my childhood, though it had been added onto. I’m not sure why I was surprised, but I was when I walked in, took a left, then a right, and expected to see those same brown Perry Mason books in row after row, and they were not there. Indeed, not a single Perry Mason could be found in the whole library. And now twenty years later, libraries have fewer books and certainly not old fiction books. I have all of the books in my own library, mostly paperbacks bought in thrift stores or on Ebay or from the last bookstore left in the county, which is also in Pryor and is run by fabulous bookseller Chris Hardy. The books are also continually being reissued, perhaps aided by the popularity of HBO’s prequel series Perry Mason.

Just as the HBO series is not for everyone, the books are not for everyone, and they aren’t great works of literature, but I have been exposed to a lot of great literature in my life—as a student and then as a teacher for thirty years—and as far as enriching my life, well, I have to give the credit to a man I had nothing in common with, people nothing like the people I knew, and a place I have yet to visit. 

Erle Stanley Gardner was a respected and successful lawyer, as well as a writer, and I’m aware that many people—perhaps most?—enjoy his Perry Mason books because of the legal aspects of the stories and especially the famous courtroom scenes. To those people, I say, That’s cool. And . . . that’s not what I like about them. So clearly, the courtroom--albeit another awesome C-word--is not what this book is about. Besides, there are all kinds of books and websites out there about Perry Mason’s legal antics. But is there one about the cocktails, coquettes, and cigarettes in them? Not til now!

I encourage you to read the books, and I hope this book serves as a guide for you to pick the ones you want to read. Unfortunately, I don’t believe that all of the books are truly worthy of a few hours of your time, or however long it takes you to read a paperback novel. I made an effort not to summarize the plot of the books or give away too much but rather to provide an overview and point out some of the CCC fun. But about that fun: Let’s be clear that I’m not advocating drinking to excess, manipulation, or smoking, but this trinity sure is entertaining in the fictional world, and, obviously, to some degree in the real one. 

This book focuses on the actual novels, though the television show episodes are also mentioned. If you have not watched the TV show, I encourage you to do so, or, if it’s been a long time since you’ve seen any of the episodes, check them out again. I also highly recommend watching some of the movies based on the books, particularly the ones starring Warren William, who was a wonderful actor. Be warned that his portrayal of Perry Mason has little resemblance to the character from the novels and that Gardner was not particularly happy with these films either.

The Warren William film based on The Case of the Lucky Legs is immensely entertaining. If you are familiar with William Powell in the Thin Man movies, you will see the resemblance. The story is more comedy than drama, though there is plenty of that, too. It opens with Perry Mason sleeping on the floor of his office nursing a hangover. His office in this film has an entire room devoted to a large bar, where he ponders a “liquid diet” but says of whiskey, “Are there any other liquids?”

Gardner’s Perry Mason books span four decades, from 1933 to 1972, and the television series ran from 1957 to 1966. All but the last thirteen of the books were turned into teleplays for the show, some of them twice. The other episodes of the TV show were based on the characters but not on any of Gardner’s Perry Mason books. In the chapters that follow, the season and episode of a particular show is in parenthesis after it is first mentioned, such as The Case of the Velvet Claws, was from season six and was episode 22 in 1963, so this is the format: (6.22, 1963).




The Concoction Ingredients

COCKTAILS

A cocktail . . . is what one perceives it to be. Loosely, it’s a
pretty froth; compactly, it’s distilled ambrosia. Mentally it’s
a tonic, artfully it’s a creation, casually it’s a concoction.
Aesthetically, it is the essence of style.
--Jill Spalding, Blithe Spirits: A Toast to the Cocktail

When I was at college in the early ‘80s, I had a friend named Ed who was in his 30s and worked for a company that installed hardwood floors all over the country. He was always traveling and had by the time I met him already lived a pretty hard and wild life. His gravelly voice, part natural and part the result of too much cigarette smoking and too much drinking, is one I will never forget. He was fun to be around, even when he would arrive at the duplex where I was living with one of his co-workers, wake me up at eight or nine in the morning and say, “Hey Shaun, let’s go get a cocktail.”

I believe my love of the word “cocktail” started at that time, though it was also another one of those attractive, yet elusive and mysterious, things that I had read so much about in the Perry Mason books when I was a teenager. In Stillwater, a block from the Oklahoma State University campus, there was actually one dive bar that was open in the morning, and I did occasionally go with him and have a few cocktails, rum and Cokes as I remember, but usually, I declined or he was kidding anyway. 

Just as a cocktail can refer to any number of drinks, so does the word have a varied word origin with multiple meanings. The Online Etymology Dictionary says the word could derive from the 18th century use of it to mean a “horse with a docked tail,” which could also mean that it had a mixed pedigree, which makes sense when you think of a cocktail as a mixed drink. David Wondrich in his fabulous book Imbibe!, which was a valuable resource and quoted throughout this book, thinks the word means specifically a drink that is “something that cocks up your tail.” 

Wondrich also defines a cocktail by saying, “The proper drink at the right time—one mixed with care and skill and served in a true spirit of hospitality—is better than any other made thing at giving us the illusion, at least, that we’re getting what we want from life.” This wonderful description is the one I had in mind when I decided to focus, in part, on drinking for this book. We all know the real and growing dangers of alcoholism and other drinking-related problems, including drunk driving, binge-drinking, and drugged drinks. At the same time, there is an enjoyable and spirited (in many senses) quality to having a good cocktail that cannot be denied. Plenty of people imbibe moderately and get harmless satisfaction from the cocktail lounge life.

In this book, I have named and described specific cocktails as they are mentioned in the Perry Mason books, though I have sometimes added cocktails not referred to, simply because they were popular at the time of the book’s publishing or were associated with a place or activity in the book. I have also discussed issues that relate to cocktails, such as bar items, mixers, and drinking terms. Erle Stanley Gardner often wrote in his notebooks and daybooks about cocktails he enjoyed. He frequently included recipes, such as the one below that he wrote in a tiny pocket notebook for something he called “Sizzle Whosis.”
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Page from one of Gardner’s notebooks Harry Ransom Center, The University of Texas at Austin

COQUETTES


The style trend Coquette explores the more traditional sides of femininity. There seems to be a notion that this is somehow “anti-feminist.” It is more accurate to say pressuring a woman to be less feminine is equally as “anti-feminist” as pressuring one to be more feminine.

--Misha Ali, Defending Coquette



A style of dress and culture arose in 2010: Coquette. This style “explores the hyper-feminine aspects of fashion,” according to Misha Ali, writing for The Manor. The style involves things “girly, frilly, and flirty but with a sense of elegance that draws it away from being childish and more towards feminine maturity.” Our book does not concern itself with this latest trend, but it is interesting to note how the coquette lives on in modern times. In the Perry Mason books, the coquette was not a fashion trend but a mode of being, one both reviled and admired. The male gaze was, in part, responsible for coquettish behavior in women, but the coquette is a complex character in Gardner’s books.

There are quite a few terms that could be used to describe stock female characters in mystery books and films starting in the 1930s: moll, vamp, minx, femme fatale, scarlet woman, adventuress, chippy, dame, jane, broad, babe, bimbo, dish, doll, frail, girlie, kitten, and skirt, to name a few. Gardner uses “adventuress” and “minx” most often to describe the story’s coquette, and there almost always is a coquette. I decided on that term for this book because of—let’s face it—its alliterative appeal with cocktails and concoctions but also because it encompasses a wide range of intriguing behaviors and it was a popular term when Gardner was writing the books. 

A brief survey of popular magazines from the 1930s to the 1960s reveals that the word “coquette” was used to name a variety of products. Not surprisingly, feminine products like makeup, bras, shoes, and soap all used “coquette” as product names. But other items, such as girls’ bikes, yachts, and even chewing gum had coquette titles. The Vista Coquette bike for girls complete with white basket with red and blue plastic flowers and banana seat was similar to the bike I had in the ‘70s, though mine was probably an OTASCO brand. I’ve been a coquette longer than I would have thought! As a country girl riding down dirt roads on my bike, I bet I sure didn’t smell like what a coquette should smell like though.

A coquette is a flirtatious person, usually vain, someone who has a specific aim in mind and uses flirting, seduction, physical attractiveness or a combination of all of those to get what he or she wants. A coquette is often a character who promises everything and delivers nothing. In the book Refiguring the Coquette, authors Shelley King and Yael Schlick define the coquette of the modern times as a “woman (more or less young), who uses arts to gain the admiration and affection of men, merely for the gratification of vanity or from a desire of conquest, and without any intention of responding to the feelings aroused.” This is the definition that applies to most of the coquettes featured in the Perry Mason books.

Not every book has a coquette, and on a couple of occasions, it is not a woman, but in most of the books, this type of character poses the main personal dilemma for Perry Mason, adds to the conflict, creates mystery and ambiguity, and is often, simply a lot of fun to read about—or watch, if the television episode of the book keeps that true coquette character. Granted, there is obviously a view of the female characters in the Mason books, especially the early ones, that could be considered short-sighted and derogatory, at times even misogynistic, yet the intriguing thing is how often one actually understands the coquette’s actions. Sometimes Gardner also succinctly illustrates that the coquette’s manipulations may be the only course of action the woman has in the society in which she is living. 

In a letter to his editor Thayer Hobson, Gardner gave an essential clue as to why his books almost always included this coquette type character, and it had to do with Della Street, Perry Mason’s ever-loyal and immensely competent secretary. “’The idea of the secretary was to show a contrast of feminine loyalty as opposed to the trickery of the other woman,’” Gardner said. He also told Hobson that the Mason stories had to have “a woman who is suspected and acquitted” and that “’Perry Mason deals with the big, masculine, protective element of sex psychology. To bring out his talents it needs a woman who is suspected of crime.’” Sometimes this suspected woman is a coquette, sometimes not, but the idea remains that stock characters are necessary to drive the plot and create emotional tension that keeps the reader coming back book after book.

CIGARETTES

A cigarette is the perfect type of a perfect pleasure. It is exquisite, and it leaves one unsatisfied. What more can one want?

--Oscar Wilde

Why cigarettes? Well, they are important. And they are deadly. And this fact must be addressed right away: Of the five main series actors in the Perry Mason television show, possibly all died from the result of smoking. Ray Collins died of emphysema at age 75, and William Talman of lung cancer at age 53. Talman was the first Hollywood actor to become a part of a public service announcement for the American Cancer Society. When he realized he was dying of cancer, he appeared in a commercial, which urged people to stop smoking or never take it up.

William Hopper died of pneumonia following a stroke at age 55. While his death was not directly attributed to smoking, smoking is known to significantly increase the chances of having a stroke. Barbara Hale died of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) at age 94. COPD is a common lung disease, and its most common cause is tobacco smoking. Raymond Burr died of renal cell carcinoma (kidney cancer) at age 76. One of the greatest risk factors for RCC is smoking.

Unlike with drinking cocktails, there is no way to smoke a cigarette, even just one or two, and not avoid its ill effects. Any smoking is harmful to one’s health. We all know that now, and we’ve known it for more than a hundred years, though it took more than halfway through the twentieth century for the facts to become widely known and spread. But there’s no denying the filmic appeal, the camaraderie potential, the allure and attraction of the cigarette. So let’s not ignore it. We may not necessarily celebrate it, nor do we need to consider it as Richard Klein does in his remarkable book Cigarettes are Sublime as harmful yet “a great and beautiful civilizing tool and one of America’s proudest contributions to the world.” Still, there’s no getting around the fact that cigarettes and the smoking ritual surrounding them are cinematic and literary gold, and frankly, just plain interesting.

This “interest” is the defining feature of the items that Marcel Danesi takes into account in his book Of Cigarettes, High Heels, and Other Interesting Things. Danesi explains the “sociability” of the cigarette as one of its great appeals. It is also a symbol for sexuality and “unabashed bravado.” Pulp fiction and films from the ‘30s to the ‘60s, especially from the noir genre, feature smoking as the essence of laidback cool, something that makes smoking so appealing to teenagers who are unsure of themselves and searching for some way to stamp themselves as unique and daring. All the smoking in the Perry Mason books appealed to my teenage self when I was glued to reading one after the other. Most all of the adults around me smoked, but it was a no-no for the kiddos. Smoke a cigarette and the next thing you know you’re in a van with no windows down at the lake up to no good with the local lothario, albeit I was raised in an area where people wouldn’t know what a “lothario’ was. Don’t get me wrong—I loved my hometown—but I loved reading about the strangely adult and glamourous people smoking, drinking, and traipsing all around this remote and magical place called Los Angeles.

Danesi comments that “smoking seems to be the entire point of being an adult,” and this generalization rings true for the Perry Mason books—and the TV show—in a number of ways, as cigarettes are used in all kinds of adult settings to mean more than a smoke. The cigarette can be a social gesture, a clue to a crime, a substitute for or enticement to sex, a vehicle for relaxation, a way to kill time, misdirection, a clue to character, and even an interrogation tool. Cigarettes are, in effect, not just for smoking pleasure. Klein says that “Smoking a cigarette is usually considered doing nothing; it is not usually defined as an act.” Both are true of the Perry Mason books, and it’s great fun to see how they are used to fill the nothingness or to create a scene. 




About the Author: Erle Stanley Gardner

[image: image]

Erle Stanley Gardner was born in Malden, Massachusetts, on July 17, 1889. His family moved to California when he was young, and he graduated from Palo Alto High School in 1909. He passed the California State Bar exam in 1911 and worked as a trial lawyer for many years, and in the 1940s, he helped found the Court of Last Resort, an organization that helped innocent people wrongly imprisoned.

He married Natalie Talbert in 1912, and they had one daughter Grace. While working as a lawyer, he started writing the Perry Mason novels, with the first one published in 1933 and the last one published posthumously in 1972. He also wrote simultaneously for a variety of pulp magazines and popular magazines, while also writing other novels besides the Perry Mason ones, and publishing countless nonfiction pieces about travel, writing, and crime.

In 1937, Gardner and his family moved to Temecula, California, where he lived until he died of cancer on March 11, 1970, at the age of eighty. Though separated from Natalie in the 1930s, they did not divorce. When Natalie died in 1968, Gardner married his secretary Jean Bethell.



The Perry Mason franchise includes the 82 novels discussed in this book, plus a few novellas, a comic strip, a radio show, feature films, and the very popular CBS show Perry Mason, starring Raymond Burr, which ran from 1957 to 1966. In 2020, HBO launched a Perry Mason prequel series, though it has little resemblance to anything Gardner wrote.

When he died in 1970, Gardner was the best-selling American writer of the century. In 1988, he was in the Guinness Book of World Records for selling more than 319 million copies of his books in 37 languages. His books have continued to remain in print through the years.

The bulk of Gardner’s copious notebooks, manuscripts, art, and other personal materials are housed at the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin, which featured an exhibit for forty years of a reproduction of Gardner’s study with the original furnishings.




The CCC Rating System & Other Notes
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How much cocktail-coquette-cigarette satiety is enough to make a successful book? Behold, the magical rating system. Obviously, you may differ in your opinion of the enjoyment level of each book, but here is just one way of looking at Gardner’s fantastic oeuvre.

RATINGS EXPLAINED
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	= Devoid of the three C’s. Sad face.
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	= Contains a limited reference to at least one of the C’s
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	= Generously filled with at least one C
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	= Concocted with at least two of the C’s
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	= References all 3 C’s, though not in abundance
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	= Mention of all 3 C’s with emphasis on one
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	= Delightfully proportioned with 2 of the C’s
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	= Blithefully concocted with all 3 of the C’s
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	= Saturated in alcohol, loose women, and smokes




Beneath the rating system for each book, there is a Time Period Tip that includes some piece of cocktail, coquette, or cigarette trivia from the year the book was published. Underneath that is a very brief one-sentence overview of the book’s plot. This summary does not give away the book’s details or conclusion, and the descriptions of each book do not do this either. I detest reviews that both summarize the entire plot of a book or movie and then give a chintzy review. My main intention here is to either entice you into reading the book with how I describe them or add to your enjoyment of a book by having you read the entry after you have read the book. I believe this book can work in either way.




The 1930s

Who the hell wants to be orthodox?

--The Case of the Caretaker’s Cat

TOP THREE of the THIRTIES

The Case of the Shoplifter’s Shoe

The Case of the Lucky Legs

The Case of the Howling Dog
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Coquettes and Cigarettes in a 1930s Kool ad!






Concoction #1

The Case of the Velvet Claws (1933)

[image: image]

TIME PERIOD TIP: In 1933, the 21st Amendment to the
Constitution, repealing the 18th Amendment which had
established a nationwide ban on the manufacture, sale, and
transportation of alcohol, was ratifi ed.

Eva Belter wants Perry Mason’s help in dealing with a gossip
rag, but it’s much more than help that Perry, along with
Della Street and Paul Drake, has to deliver for this deceptive
woman.

Gardner’s first Perry Mason book The Case of the Velvet Claws had the working title of Reasonable Doubt, which was shopped around to various magazines for serialization. That venture met with no success, so the manuscript then made the rounds through several book publishers, and Thayer Hobson, president of William Morrow and Company, bought it. Thus, in 1933, began a lifelong loving and simultaneously bickering relationship between Hobson and Gardner that neither could have imagined developing at the time.

According to Gardner biographer Dorothy Hughes, who wrote Erle Stanley Gardner: The Case of the Real Perry Mason, Hobson thought the Reasonable Doubt title was too subtle, “that a majority of book readers would not understand it, that it ought to be more vigorous.” Gardner had used the format “The Case of” in a short story for a pulp magazine, so, trying to appease Hobson, Gardner suggested “The Case of the Velvet Claws,” and Hobson went for the idea.



One of the most appealing aspects of Perry Mason’s character in this first book that continues throughout the series is his steadfast adherence to the application of clear language. “Let’s get down to brass tacks” is a phrase that appears in many of the books. In Velvet Claws, he is quick to point out that when he says something, he is actually saying it: 

“’I didn’t say I was trying to tell you’ . . . ‘I said I was telling you.’” 

Gardner’s use of italics emphasizes Mason’s awareness that people will often perform acrobatics around words in order to not say what needs to be said, and he has no time for that circus act.

This preoccupation with language is also noted toward the end of the book, when Perry tells Eva, 

“’I didn’t talk about what you said. I was talking about what you meant.” 

Once again, the italics bring out the witty nature of Mason’s character and succinctly telegraph the necessity of integrity with one’s words. On the very next page, he also tells her, 

“’Listen, you’re saying lots of words. Do you know what they mean?’” 

It’s no wonder that Mason is also annoyed at the politician Harrison Burke in this novel, as circumventing the truth with double talk is the primary wrench in most politicians’ toolkits.

THE COCKTAIL

Whiskey Highball

The TV show Perry Mason, which ran from 1957 to 1966, did not air an episode based on Velvet Claws until its sixth season. Episode 22 aired in 1957 and opens with a literal bang at a casino/restaurant where the coquette of the episode Eva Belter and her boyfriend Harrison Burke are dining. When someone is shot, a commotion arises, and Eva hustles her politician boyfriend out a back window to avoid the publicity.

This TV episode is a notably calmer version of the book, as the book is brimming with deceit, wrong turns, bad decisions, and blackmail. When Gardner was writing Velvet Claws, Prohibition was ending in the United States, and while there is no reference to Prohibition in the book, alcohol does figure as a major element of the plot.

The Perry Mason who appears in this first novel pulls out all the stops to first entrap and then save his client, and part of that strategy involves him renting a hotel room and ordering ginger ale, ice and whiskey to be brought to his room. Though he doesn’t partake of a drink, his client Eva arrives at the hotel while he is gone, and he finds her “on the edge of the bed, smoking.”

“There was a highball glass in front of her on the stand by the bed. The whiskey bottle stood beside the glass. It was about a third empty.”



A classic whiskey highball has two ounces of whiskey with four to six ounces of ginger ale poured over ice in a highball (tall) glass. It seems, however, that Eva may have been putting a bit more whiskey and a little less ginger ale in her drink. “She giggled with alcoholic mirth.” Eventually Mason grabs the whiskey bottle, corks it, and puts it in a locked drawer and pockets the key.

The whiskey Mason orders could have easily come from Canada, as during Prohibition, Canadian distilleries started making whiskey using corn instead of rye. Cocktail historian Darcy O’Neil notes, “Americans in the 1920’s didn’t seem to care if it was rye, corn, or something out of a bathtub, as long as they got a good stiff drink. The name ‘rye’ stuck and nobody realized we were supposed to change it to a ‘corn and ginger’ or ‘a mash of corn, barley, rye and ginger’.” The drink “whiskey ginger” also simply is often called a “whiskey highball.”



Prohibition lasted from 1920 under the 18th Amendment, which made the manufacture, distribution, and sale of alcohol illegal, until 1933, with the passage of the 21st Amendment, proposed in February 1933 and ratified in December of that year. One of the main factors contributing to the 21st Amendment was the rise of organized crime, which accompanied Prohibition. The proliferation of speakeasies in those thirteen years was a delight to cocktail drinkers but a perceived blight on the general public. The black market that arose during Prohibition included the rise of bootlegging and speakeasies, both of which organized crime groups gleefully soaked in.

One of the villains in Velvet Claws, Frank Locke, is noteworthy for being both a blackmailer and a person who Mason says could be reached in a “speakeasy.” See Concoction #3: The Case of the Lucky Legs for more on speakeasies. Another villain, Carl Griffin, Eva’s step-nephew, arrives drunk on whiskey at the Belter home where he is living and where Eva’s husband has been murdered.

The police are inclined to blow off Griffin as a suspect, but Mason tells Sergeant Hoffman, “Some of these fellows are pretty deceptive when it comes to carrying their booze. They get so they can act as sober as judges, but they haven’t very much of an idea what they’re doing or saying.” A strong whiskey highball or two might lay you out, but it might also help you swagger and put on an act. Speaking of putting on an act . . . 

THE COQUETTE

Eva Belter

Often, Perry Mason’s loyal secretary Della Street shows her distaste for his coquettish clients, but never is her ire more on display than in this first novel. From the beginning, she sends repeated warnings to Mason that the client Eva Belter is, in turns, “phony,” “crooked,” “dangerous,” and “just the kind of a little minx who would get you into some sort of jam and leave you to take it, right on the button.” Of course, these warnings only pique Mason’s interest, as he, from the beginning, has a need for adventure and a challenge, even when the challenge, as in this case, becomes entirely too annoying.

As a challenge, Eva Belter is a force to be reckoned with in both the book and the TV episode. In fact, the Internet Movie Database reviews of the episode focus on how annoying she is, and it is rather hard to see why Harrison Burke, the hapless politician dogging her heels is in love with her. Her character is in keeping with the type of coquette Gardner liked to use in the Mason novels. A page of Gardner’s handwritten notes shows a list of possible titles for his books, all of which hint to a coquette as a major player. The list includes “Mystified Model,” “Curvaceous Cutie,” “Glamorous Come-On,” “Glamorous Girl,” “Well-Stacked Waitress,” “Seductive Siren,” and “Unwilling Siren/Shill.” While none of these titles ever made it to his books, plenty of others with the same sentiment did.

The title of the book appears two-thirds of the way through when Della once again expresses her hatred for Eva to Mason: “I told you just what she was—all velvet and claws!” In both the TV episode and the book, Mason is perturbed at Della for not having confidence in him about how he is handling Eva. As much as Eva simpers and cajoles, he never gets caught in those claws. When Eva tells him, “’I’m going to stand by you, and you’re going to stand by me,’” he tells her, “’We’re not in this thing a damned bit. You’re my client and I’m sticking by you. That’s all.’”



THE CIGARETTES

[image: image]

A 1932 ad from Time magazine

The TV episode of Velvet Claws (6.22, 1963) aired when cigarette smoking in the United States had almost reached its peak with evidence of its dangers mounting, but when Velvet Claws was published in 1933, cigarette smoking was often advertised with supposed health benefits. According to a National Library of Medicine’s study of the use of physician recommendations in cigarette advertising, “With the end of Prohibition (in 1933) and the decline of the temperance movement, advertising in the 1930s and 1940s was defined by campaigns which often included explicit health claims.” These included the following:


They don’t get your wind’(Camel, 1935)

Gentle on my throat’(Lucky Strike, 1937) 

Play safe with your throat (Phillip Morris, 1941) 

Fresh as mountain air (Old Gold, 1946).





Smokers of Camels were even encouraged to smoke a cigarette between every course of a Thanksgiving meal--as an “aid to digestion.” 

Starting in the 1930s, smoking increased each year and by 1953, 47% of American adults, including a majority of physicians, smoked. Another National Library of Medicine report focusing on the decline of cigarette smoking found that smoking reached its peak in 1964. By 1957, it was clear that smoking was scientifically connected to lung cancer, and the first US Health Public Service about this fact was issued that year. 

In 1964, the Surgeon General’s Advisory Committee issued a report about public attitudes towards smoking, and “after 1964 followed increasing public appreciation of the dangers of tobacco use, accompanied by increasing efforts to regulate the use, sale, and advertising of tobacco products.” In 1965, 42% of adults were smokers, but by 2010, that number had declined to 20%. Perhaps that decline is one of the reasons that cigarettes do not make a single appearance in the 1963 TV episode of Velvet Claws, while they still serve a dramatic purpose in the novel.

When Mason is looking for information, he takes out his cigarette case, “fished out a cigarette with his long, capable fingers, lit it, and surveyed Locke with eyes that were cold and uncordial.” He then tells him, “’All right. I’ve said everything I came to say. Now I’m listening.’” As a meditative aid, the cigarettes are important in the book, but the primary use of them actually occurs when Mason is chain-smoking:

“The only thing which indicated strain was the fact that he had been lighting cigarettes, one after the other, for more than an hour.” 



This case, unlike most of those in the Perry Mason books, involves having to trick his client into telling the truth, a circumstance that clearly irks Mason and causes him to chain-smoke. He is also chain smoking when he books the hotel room and orders the whiskey and waits for Eva to show up: 

“He was smoking for more than half an hour, lighting one cigarette from the tip of the other, when the door opened.” 



Mason’s use of cigarettes to alleviate stress is one of the primary reasons that people take up smoking in the first place, but this use of the cigarette as a character clue is absent from the TV episode. It’s one of so many examples to show how much people miss about the original stories and about Mason’s original character if they only watch the TV show and don’t read the books. Always read the book! Even I knew that as a teenager.




Concoction  #2

The Case of the Sulky Girl (1933) 

[image: image]

TIME PERIOD TIP: In 1933, Gerda Wegener’s art deco oil on canvas painting The Femme Fatales, which challenged passive portrayals of women, was created.

Fran Celane gets what she wants, but in the process, she becomes a murder suspect too, so she calls on Perry Mason to untangle the web in which she is caught.

The first page of The Case of the Sulky Girl goes a long way in setting up the entire character dynamics of the novel’s coquette, as the opening scene is devoted to describing how Fran Celane walks into Mason’s office, then carefully arranges herself to the best advantage for when Mason appears and surveys her himself. It also shows that Gardner had studied the pulp fiction detective novel and knew that a tantalizing female was a necessary element. Actually, Gardner had studied all of the elements and had been writing for pulp magazines for years when he finally sold his first two books to William Morrow & Company. 

Alva Johnston says in his book The Case of Erle Stanley Gardner, “In 1926 Erle started to switch from Western adventure to detective fiction because his market analysis indicated the trend to the modern type of mystery.” Part of this analysis also involved honing the elements of the crime novel, one element being the female character who is, at turns, a coquette, a femme fatale or a damsel in distress—take your pick. Sometimes Gardner makes the villainous female in his books a combination of all three. That he perfected the formula and could use it again and again with such success is one reason Johnston calls him “the Henry Ford of detective mysteries.”

At the same time, according to Dorothy Hughes, Gardner declared, “I hate all forms of convention” and he particularly despised the rules set up by S.S. Van Dine in his popular “Twenty Rules for Writing Detective Stories” article published in American Magazine in 1928. That being said, Gardner was a conventional writer, so he doth protest too much. The conventional use of three popular elements of a noir mystery novel—the cocktail, the coquette, and the cigarette—are clearly illustrated in the novels of Gardner’s contemporaries like Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, and S.S. Van Dine himself, and Gardner definitely relies upon them. 

Van Dine’s rule number eight comes to mind when looking at the change in a very important Mason book character, his loyal secretary Della Street. The first sentence in the rule reads as follows: “There must be but one detective--that is, but one protagonist of deduction--one deus ex machina.” In Velvet Claws, Della contributes quite a lot of her own opinions, advice, and legwork to Mason’s case, which is in sharp contrast to her role in Sulky Girl. She is not even brought into his office to take notes when he is conferring with clients. Della’s role shifts throughout the series and is something that will be discussed later. Della would probably not have approved of that bottle of rye in Mason’s desk drawer that often came out when a little extra help was needed to get what he wanted.

THE COCKTAIL

A Bottle of Rye in a Desk Drawer

In this book, Perry Mason pulls out the bottle of whiskey from his desk drawer, like a typical Raymond Chandler or Dashiell Hammett kind of private eye. He has a specific purpose in mind, which is enlisting the help of a newspaper reporter in the case he is working on. To seal the deal on a proposal he just made to the reporter, Mason “opened a desk drawer, took out a flask of rye, and set out a glass. The reporter slid the glass back to him along the desk and tilted the bottle to his lips.”

Rye whiskey was “the standard American whiskey until Prohibition, when smuggled Canadian whiskey took its place,” according to Charles Perry, writing for the LA Times. “When the hard-boiled detective in an old movie reaches for the bottle he keeps in his desk drawer, you can be sure he’ll pull out a fifth of rye.” When distillers began in the U.S. in the colonies in the 18th century, they usually used rye, instead of corn, which has a sweeter taste to it. 

When the Whiskey Rebellion, 1791-94, which taxed whiskey, occurred, many of the distillers using rye left the colonies and headed south to avoid paying the tax. Eventually, they began aging rye to improve the taste. “Despite delicate floral and grassy notes in some makes, it tends to give a bracing impression. It’s a whiskey to prepare you for the jungle of life.” This description certainly underscores the reason why the bottle of rye in an office desk drawer came to be a staple of detective fiction. 

Late in the novel, Mason again secures a favor from the reporter, and the reporter again, pushes the glass back to Mason and tilts up the bottle and “took half a dozen swallows.” The routine may only be emphasizing the reporter is a lush, but it also may be indicating that alcohol at the time was hard to find because of Prohibition, so he is taking advantage of the drink when he can get it. The fact that no scenes in the book actually take place in a bar and no one else has a drink of any kind seems to indicate this, as well.

THE COQUETTE

Frances “Fran” Celane

As masculine as the Perry Mason novels are in their worldview and plot development, women dominate the scene. Take a look at any of the paperback covers and dust jackets for the books, and you will see a woman, usually provocatively displayed and scantily clad, selling the book. The woman often holds a gun which looks like a phallic symbol, a cigarette is usually at hand, a cocktail glass close by. While this is obviously a marketing ploy and sensationalistic, with the male gaze on an enticing female with all of her coquettish accessories, it can’t help but be interesting, too. When you bought the book with one of those covers, you sure hoped that the woman inside would live up to that cover.

The TV episode (1.5, 1957) depicts Fran as a naïve, spoiled girl, or a “very expensive delinquent,” as Paul Drake calls her. However, in the book, she is the definitive coquette. On the first page, she is waiting on Mason and adjusting her skirt “to get just the effect she wanted” of being defenseless, but at the same time, her actions had “a hint of feline efficiency” about them. Mason expertly sizes her us as “a self-willed little devil who nearly always gets her own way.” 

What Gardner is defining here is a femme fatale, a type of character that would become very popular just a few years after Gardner started writing the Mason novels. He has Mason recognize that Frances has a will and a mind of her own—no hysterical holdover from the Victorian era here. Mystery writer Wendy Turner Hargreaves points out, “One of the key themes of the femme fatale era was the idea of female agency. Femme fatales were not passive victims or objects of desire, but active participants in their own lives. They challenged traditional notions of femininity and defied the expectations placed upon them by society.”

Frances has no apologizes whatsoever for her behavior, as she is trying to secure the right to an heritance left to her that her uncle is controlling. She puts on the face and plays the role she needs to for the moment, a quality her uncle’s lawyer points out to Mason: 



“You can’t tell a damned thing about these modern young ladies from the way they appear. Don’t let her get her temper up. When she gets mad, she’s a hell-cat.”

The fact that Gardner has Frances do a complete turnaround from this hell-cat in the last pages of the book is unexpected and not very believable. He has Frances supposedly learning a lesson from “being in jail, getting a glimpse of the sufferings of other people.” Perhaps to have this devilish and daring woman get all she wants in the end was not something Gardner felt his public would approve of. Thus, a moral turnaround was necessary. Disappointing though.

THE CIGARETTES

Cigarettes act like a trade-off for information in the book. When Perry wants some details to
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