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Introduction

Agatha Christie, one of the world’s most prolific and beloved mystery writers, was born in the English seaside town of Torquay at the end of the Victorian era when girls were raised to become ladies and little else. Agatha always thought a woman’s main goal in life was to please a husband—her future career as a mystery writer was secondary. Her first marriage to Archie Christie ended when he rejected her in favor of another woman, an event preceded by her mother’s death. Overwhelmed by depression, Agatha created a worldwide mystery by disappearing for 11 days.

Her second marriage to Max Mallowan was more congenial. They traveled throughout the world, including the Middle East, and Agatha was to use many of the sights she encountered in her novels. Her first novel, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, introduced the world to the incomparable Hercule Poirot. Later, she would also create the popular Miss Marple as a detective in her novels.

While her detective novels made her famous, it was her plays that brought her real renown. Witness for the Prosecution, And Then There Were None, and The Mousetrap have never lost their popularity. Younger generations are constantly discovering and enjoying the mysteries of Agatha Christie.


Chapter One

An Enchanted Childhood

“One doesn’t recognize the really important moments in one’s life until it’s too late.”

—Agatha Christie

Agatha Christie was born under the name Agatha Mary Clarissa Miller in Torquay, England, on September 15, 1890. The lovely town of Torquay forms part of the English Riviera and is a popular tourist attraction. This was where Agatha grew up, and its natural charm and rolling green hills always drew her. She would prefer the peaceful countryside to cities for the rest of her life.

Raised during the end of the Victorian era, Agatha enjoyed an idyllic, almost fairytale upper-middle-class existence. Torquay was a town where everyone knew how to behave and did so. Mixed bathing, very popular at the turn of the century, did not find its way into Torquay.

Agatha’s father, Frederick “Fred” Miller, and her mother, Clarissa “Clara” Boehmer, had two other children before Agatha was born, daughter Madge and son Monty. Their house, Ashfield, was a peaceful place surrounded by a sprawling lawn. It was the perfect place for a young girl with an active imagination, and many of the details of Torquay and Agatha’s childhood home would later find themselves into Agatha’s novels.

Having been born wealthy, Fred spent with abandon and had no concept of money. He was a gentleman and led a life of leisure without needing to work. As a hobby, he wrote a handful of short stories. Still, Agatha adored him. He was, in her words, “a very agreeable man.” Certainly lazy, but “there was no meanness in him, no jealousy,” and “he had a natural happiness and serenity.”

By contrast, Agatha’s mother Clara was much more enigmatic. She was shy yet forceful. According to Agatha, “servants and children were devoted to her, and her lightest word was always promptly obeyed. She would have made a first class educator.”

Clara did, in fact, take on one student: her youngest daughter. Although she sent Madge away to boarding school, Clara was reluctant to send her youngest, Agatha, away to learn and decided to start homeschooling her at the age of eight. She was stunned to learn from a maid that the precocious Agatha had already taught herself to read by the age of four. The rest of her education consisted of writing, basic arithmetic, and music studies. A woman did not, after all, need much knowledge to become a wife and a mother.

After an elementary education, Agatha’s sister Madge was forbidden to attend the prestigious female school of higher education, Girton. Agatha’s formal education, if it can be called that, was spending two days a week at Miss Guyer’s Girls’ School to develop her grammar skills. Throughout her life, Agatha admired a proper education but was never quite confident in her own.

Otherwise, Fred and Clara’s large and almost perfect home, Ashfield, was a wonderful place for a young girl to develop her vast imagination. With Clara, her two daughters, and plenty of female staff, Ashfield was very much a matriarchy. Agatha enjoyed being a female. “Surely, we are the privileged sex.” This was not the view of her suffragette contemporaries, to whom Agatha never related. She would always place the needs of her spouse before her own.

Agatha’s idyllic life came to an abrupt end at age 11, however, when her father died. Fred’s carelessness with finances and investments left the family in dire financial straits. A place like Ashfield took a lot of money to keep it running properly. There was only a little money left, and Clara decided to sell the property. With the self-absorbency of a child, Agatha argued against it. Ashfield was her home, and it held all the beloved memories of her father.

Eventually, Agatha won. Clara undoubtedly hadn’t wanted to sell the family home, but it would no longer be the same house. Repairs were left undone. The property grew shabby. The number of servants was reduced to two. Clara, who had always delighted in ordering lobster from the local store now ate macaroni and cheese for supper. All that remained of their old life were letters and photographs, which Agatha would keep and treasure always.

It was around the time of her father’s death that Agatha first began to write poems. She filled her school exercise book with poetry, and a local newspaper even printed one of her poems. Interestingly, her older sister Madge was during this time publishing a number of short stories with considerable success. According to Agatha, “There is no doubt that Madge was the talented one in our family.”

Madge was far more liberated than her sister. This was a time when being ambitious and successful was likely to cost a young woman the comforts of a husband. Madge, who was soon to marry, was too self-confident to worry about that. She had a magnetic personality that Agatha lacked at that age. Agatha herself had no plans to become an author—she was still a product of her conservative times. With her father gone, Agatha became the sole confidant and strength for her mother. As was expected of her, she was the good and proper daughter.

As Madge’s success grew, however, Agatha started to become envious. She wrote to her mother, “I shall be furious if she arrives ‘on the film’ before I do.” When Madge’s play was successfully produced in the West End, Agatha felt as if she were being left behind. It seemed as if the balance of life had tipped only in Madge’s direction while she, Agatha, was being ignored. To makes things worse for Agatha, who was still struggling with the financial difficulties at Ashfield, Madge had married well and was now a wealthy woman.

Following Madge’s marriage to James Watts, Clara and Agatha spent their Christmas with the newlyweds. Stockings were stuffed to the bursting. Presents were everywhere. Each meal contained the most delectable foods and so much of it. This was like the Christmases of Agatha’s childhood when her father had spent his fortune to please his family. It served to remind her how much she’d lost in life.

Being married, of course, meant that Madge was expected to give up her dreams of becoming a writer. Although Madge’s play was a success, it would be her last. No self-respecting wife would continue working until finances demanded it.

A few years later, it was Agatha who would move to London’s West End and become its dominant force.


Chapter Two

Agatha Meets Archie Christie

“He was a tall, fair young man, with crisp curly hair, a rather interesting nose, turned up not down, and a great air of careless confidence about him.”

—Agatha Christie

It is ironic that Agatha’s life became far more social following her father’s death. She attended dancing and music classes and made new friends. Among her new acquaintances were the five Huxley sisters, who strolled the beach and scandalized the town by not wearing gloves. They swam in the ocean with the use of bathing machines and reveled in fun parties. Agatha was young and loved to have fun, and since Clara could no longer afford to entertain, Agatha socialized outside of the home.

When she was fifteen, Clara sent Agatha to Paris, where she would remain for two magical years. She was a regular at the famed Comédie Française theater and indulged in rich French pastry. Upon her return to England, Clara encouraged Agatha to continue writing short stories. Having been left near destitute by her husband, the widow Clara undoubtedly wanted her daughter to be more independent.

Agatha made a few attempts at writing poetry and submitted them, but none of them were published. Her heart wasn’t really in her writing. Perhaps she felt she was unable to compete with her sister, so she stopped trying altogether. Instead, like many girls her age, she dreamt of boys and marriage. Marriage would always be important to her. There were plenty of house parties where the young could mingle and dance. However, social rules were still strict. More than three dances with the same young man could blemish a girl’s reputation.

Agatha enjoyed being popular. In 1912, however, her sights became focused on one man in particular. At a dance near Exeter, Archibald “Archie” Christie asked for the approved three dances. He then had the audacity to ask for three more. Archie was a second lieutenant, an adventurer with dreams of joining the air force. By the time he met Agatha, he had already earned his pilot license. Agatha was smitten.

Sure of himself, Archie later motorbiked to Ashfield and sweet-talked Clara into inviting him in for tea. Agatha was in Exeter at the time, in the same house she had met Archie. Clara phoned her there and told her a young man was waiting, but she hadn’t caught his name. Agatha hurried home. The last thing she was expecting as she walked through the door was to see Archie Christie calmly sipping tea. She was impressed by his efforts to locate her.

The two began seeing each under the strict social and moral codes of the day when a woman’s behavior was under constant scrutiny. At the same time, Agatha was considering several other proposals. Clara, who disapproved of Archie, pushed hard for her to accept any of the other three suitors in her life—anyone but Archie Christie.

Agatha was not to be deterred. Within a few months, she played the piano for Archie at home when he interrupted her fiercely, “You’ve got to marry me!” When Agatha told Clara about their engagement, she was not happy. She found it frustrating that Agatha kept rejecting eligible suitors in favor of this pilot who, as far as she could see, had nothing to offer her daughter. Agatha was still only 19. Considering her lack of success as a writer, she had little hopes of becoming independent.

As a member of the Royal Flying Corps, Archie was sent to France at the beginning of the First World War. Agatha kept a picture of him in his uniform in her room. Waiting for him to return, she volunteered as a nurse for the Voluntary Aid Detachment. This opened a new life for Agatha. Now she was dealing with men who had lost limbs and had received other severe injuries. Although she had never seen a man naked, she was now providing regular baths to the injured who had been sent home. She took these changes in stride.

Agatha and Archie were finally married on Christmas Eve in 1914 during his first leave home. Their wedding night was spent at the Grand Hotel in Torquay. Archie returned to duty on Boxing Day, and Agatha continued with her nursing duties. She worried about Archie and the risks of flying, but she still loved the idea of being married to such a fearless adventurer.

Their reunion during Archie’s next leave was somewhat of a letdown. They were still strangers to each other, and it was difficult for them to relax in each other’s company. Archie didn’t want to discuss his experiences in France, and he





Bibliography





Campbell, Mark (2005), Agatha Christie




Engsberg Cunningham, Meghan (2017), Agatha Christie: Traveler, Archaeologist, and Author




Makinen, Merja (2006), Agatha Christie: Investigating Femininity




Mallowan, Agatha Christie (1977), Agatha Christie: An Autobiography




Rowland, Susan (2001), From Agatha Christie To Ruth Rendell




Thompson, Laura (2008), Agatha Christie: An English Mystery




“The Home of Agatha Christie”. Agatha Christie Ltd. 2020. https://www.agathachristie.com/



