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Around every corner there was something extraordinary.
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To my wife, Sheila, and every member of the film crew: Joe, Catherine, Natalie and Ben.
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INTRODUCTION
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Fifty-seven days, six countries, twenty-one flights, twenty-three hotels, and one adventure very close to my heart.

[image: Four people sitting looking at a newspaper.]
Archie Christie, Major Belcher (tour leader), Mr. Bates (secretary) and Agatha Christie on the 1922 British Empire Expedition Tour.


IN THE SUMMER of 2024, I was given the opportunity of a lifetime: to follow in the footsteps of the Queen of Crime, Agatha Christie, on an international tour of the former British Empire.

In 1922, when Agatha’s writing career was still in its infancy, she was offered the chance to travel around the world with her husband, Archie. Britain was planning a huge imperial festival – the British Empire Exhibition – to be held at Wembley Park in 1924. But such an ambitious event needed careful planning, and Archie Christie was asked to help.

It was Archie’s old schoolmaster, a man by the name of Major Ernest Belcher, who approached the couple with the incredible offer. Would Archie like a job travelling to different parts of the Empire to help prepare for the exhibition? And would his wife like to join him? The answer was, of course, a resounding yes.

Over one hundred years later I found myself and my beloved wife, Sheila, following Agatha’s journey. Visiting South Africa, Zimbabwe, Australia, New Zealand, Hawaii and Canada, I was on a mission to learn about the young Agatha Christie and how this journey influenced her life and her writing. After all, Agatha’s work has been a hugely important part of my own life too. Having played her iconic detective Hercule Poirot for over a quarter of a century, I thought I knew Agatha Christie well. But, just like her novels, there was far more to discover.

Agatha’s epic journey also sheds light on the wider history of the British Empire at a point where its grip was loosening. With morale low after the war, the exhibition was initiated as an attempt to unify the countries involved. I was keen to find out what was happening in the places Agatha visited in the 1920s and explore the legacy of the British Empire over a century later.

Cracks were beginning to show in the Empire towards the end of the First World War – ‘the war to end all wars’ – and places such as South Africa, Canada, Australia and New Zealand began asking why they needed to lose so many people fighting for a country on the other side of the world. And that was why the grand exhibition of 1924 happened. The grand Empire Exhibition was the most extraordinary event, where, for almost two years, visitors could discover extravagant pavilions representing each of the territories in the British Empire, their people, their culture and their trade.

So there we were, following in the footsteps Agatha took to promote it all those years ago. But while Agatha was part of the delegation and of a generation who were trying to keep the Empire together, I had the benefit of learning about the realities of the Empire, often first-hand from those who are still feeling its effects to this day, whose stories I feel truly privileged to have heard. Agatha in her diaries never commented on the Empire at all, but I was eager to find out more.

It wasn’t until I saw all our luggage laid out that I really realised the enormity of the trip we about to embark upon. We would be criss-crossing continents and hemispheres for the next eight weeks. It would be summer in some places, winter in others, so we were packing for all the seasons. We also – somehow! – found a way to fit in black-tie attire for a couple of special filming occasions. (No time for partying!) We carried all that for eight weeks, crammed into three massive suitcases. It was a complex game of Tetris, with open cases strewn on the floors of these hotels, and sometimes we even had to jump over them to get to the bathroom. We were learning how to become pros at both packing and obstacle courses! We also picked up various tips and tricks to stave off jet lag, such as fasting in an attempt to retain a regular pattern with meals.
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It was a wonderful, full-on job for me – and incredible that Sheila could be with me and experience the extraordinary people that we met and the countries that we visited, along with entry to places that weren’t usually open to the public. We were very, very privileged to see some of these things. There were certain questions that I had to ask during filming, but generally I was able to just have a wonderful conversation with the people I met and hear their incredible stories. It felt very free. I still have the scripts, which I will cherish.

[image: An aerial photograph of the exhibition complex at Wembley.]
An aerial view of the Wembley complex, where the British Empire Exhibition was held in 1924.
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Stage door of the Hackney Empire theatre, where my late grandfather met my grandmother, who appeared on stage as a performer.
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We stayed in a hotel which was so unusual. Everything was entirely black. The walls, floors, furniture. It was a struggle to get enough light to read!


Sheila kept a diary throughout the trip, rather like Agatha, detailing where we went, the hotels we stayed in, the people we encountered. Covering so much in so little time, we wanted to remember every detail – the kind of details that would bring the experience back to us. And thanks to Sheila’s careful documentation of our travels, we can relive it whenever we desire, much like picking up a favourite Poirot novel. I don’t know what I’d do without her. Sheila says she can map out our entire life together based on the jobs we were doing at the time. I can also date almost every role in every production I’ve ever appeared in, but half the time I can’t even remember what I ate for breakfast.

We actually met in theatre – a production of Dracula at the Belgrade Theatre in Coventry. Sheila had been there since drama school and I had just joined the company. I remember arriving at the theatre and being welcomed by the stage doorman, who said, ‘Oh, I have a message for you from our leading lady, Miss Sheila Ferris. She has a message from a mutual friend who knows you both. If you go through there, I’ll call her downstairs.’ And so, before long, I see Sheila walking down the stairs and it was like, bang! Love at first sight. Truly phenomenal. I’m still waiting to hear whether she felt the same! I was playing Renfield, Dracula’s deranged servant, so I was unsure of my luck! But after getting a coffee together we were able to divorce the characters from the people, and the rest is history.

[image: David Suchet as Poirot, playing chess.]
‘Do you know, David? The funny thing is, I’m playing Poirot, but I’m looking at you, and that’s what Poirot should look like. You look like the character that I’m playing.’

I OWE SO much to Agatha Christie and her eccentric Belgian detective who to this day, over a decade since I removed the moustache for the last time, are still giving me opportunities I could only have dreamed of as a young actor. I’m slightly embarrassed to say, though, that before I was ever asked to play Poirot, I was never an Agatha Christie reader. I’d known Poirot, of course, ever since he was up on the cinema screen. I think my first sighting of him was Albert Finney’s portrayal in Murder on the Orient Express. And then all Peter Ustinov’s films, which I enjoyed, but they never took me to the books. So when I was offered the role, I didn’t know whether or not I should actually say yes. Watching Albert Finney and Peter Ustinov and seeing their brilliant work, I thought, Well, it’s already been done. I mean, that’s the famous character. I was actually in a Poirot film with Peter Ustinov, playing Inspector Japp in Thirteen at Dinner. I was appalling. I gave the worst of performances – I was terrible! I didn’t know what to do, and ended up portraying him like a bookie on the racecourse in order to try and find something interesting for me to play. If you watch the film, you might notice that I eat in nearly every scene because I thought it would be a way to get through them!

It’s all to do with Agatha, of course – it was the way she wrote the character, and I did my utmost to get as close to him as possible, using her vision.

By then, around 1985, I had had quite a bit of television exposure, but I was really known as a classical theatre actor with the Royal Shakespeare Company. I was there for thirteen years and played some wonderful roles. I had no idea that I would eventually play Poirot. I became very friendly with Peter Ustinov because he knew my theatre work, and I used to sit in his trailer for lunch; we used to have lots of chats. I distinctly remember one lunchtime when he looked at me and said, ‘Do you know, David? The funny thing is, I’m playing Poirot, but I’m looking at you, and that’s what Poirot should look like. You look like the character that I’m playing.’ I thought to myself at the time, What an amazing thing to be told. I never wondered if I would, in truth – I was sitting next to the actor who was playing him brilliantly – but I thought that was extremely generous. He was a lovely man, Peter. One time I was interviewed on the Michael Aspel show, along with Peter. At one point, Michael turned to Peter and asked him what he thought of my Poirot. He replied: ‘He is Poirot.’ He was very generous indeed, and it was a lesson on how to be a generous actor. I hope I can be as encouraging to future actors who play Poirot as Peter was to me.

When I did take the part of Poirot, amazingly, the whole series took off! I don’t know how many millions started to watch it, but suddenly the profile and the character and the success of the show came in a whirlwind. Sometimes I forgot just how international Poirot was, and the worldwide reach
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[image: David Suchet taking a photograph in a mirror.]
[image: David Suchet in a hat taking a photograph in a mirror.]
[image: David Suchet in a hat and pinstripe suit jacket taking a photograph in a mirror.]
[image: A man and a woman on a boat, being filmed.]
[image: A film crew filming a man in front of a waterfall.]
[image: A film cameraman photographed through the corner of a train window.]
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BIRD'S-EYE VIEW SHOWING STADIUM, GRAND BANDSTAND, THE MAIN EBUILDINGS AND AMUSEMENT PARK.
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