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    DASHIELL HAMMETT


    AMERICAN WRITER


    
      	Born in St Mary’s County, Maryland (United States) in 1894.


      	Died in Manhattan, New York City in 1961.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Maltese Falcon (1930), novel


          	The Glass Key (1931), novel


          	The Thin Man (1934), novel

        

      

    


    Dashiell Hammett was an American writer of crime stories and novels, and a pioneer of the ‘hard-boiled’ genre. Mostly set in America’s inner-city underworld, his stories were often morbidly violent, while his heroes were cynical and world-weary figures. The protagonist of Hammett’s third novel, P.I.Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon (1930), was played by Humphrey Bogart (American actor, 1899-1957) in the 1941 film adaptation, and the role helped to establish Bogart as Hollywood’s quintessential noir detective. Bogart would go on to play the famous P.I.Philip Marlowe in the 1946 film adaptation of Raymond Chandler’s (American writer, 1888-1959) The Big Sleep (1939). Unlike many of his contemporaries, Hammett had first-hand experience of the gritty underworld his stories described. For seven years, Hammett worked as an operative for the Pinkerton National Detective Agency. Across the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the Pinkertons were employed as strike-breakers: they would spy on and infiltrate unions and attempt to bring them down from the inside. Hammett was left deeply jaded by this employment and over the rest of his life he moved further and further to the political left. Like so many of his peers, he became a victim of McCarthyism in the 1950s, when he was investigated by the House Un-American Activities Committee and was subsequently blacklisted.

  


  
    RED HARVEST


    BODIES PILE UP IN DASHIELL HAMMETT’S UNCOMPROMISINGLY HARD-BOILED TOUR OF POISONVILLE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Hammett, D. (2003) Red Harvest. London: Orion Books


      	1st edition: 1929 (serialised from 1927)


      	Themes: violence, corruption, greed, power, jealousy, betrayal

    


    Red Harvest was originally serialised in the crime magazine Black Mask between 1927 and 1928, before being published as a novel by Alfred A. Knopf in 1929. Surprisingly, there have been no straight film adaptations of Red Harvest, although some critics claim that the pre-Code Hollywood gangster film, Roadhouse Nights (1930), is based on Hammett’s story – but this is up for debate. It is however indisputable that the violence and the ice-cool language of Hammett’s thriller have been vastly influential on American gangster films and on American crime fiction throughout the 20th century.


    When Hammett’s unnamed protagonist, the Continental Operative (or Op), arrives in the town of Personville, he is hardly to know of the bullet-storm about to ensue, in what must surely be the most corrupt and lawless town in America. The Op is a private detective based at an agency in San Francisco. Like us, he is new to the town, but it is not long before he gets a feel for how things work in Personville – or Poisonville, as it is called by its inhabitants. His client is gunned down before they even get to meet. The Op nonetheless decides to carry on the job, and the body-count continues to rise exponentially and does not stop until the very last scene. Red Harvest is written in the first person and we move around Poisonville in the constant company of the tough-talking and quick-thinking Op. Almost every encounter, in this novel of over two dozen named characters, is tinged with the Op’s quick-fire repartee, and there are moments of real comedy to enjoy amongst the mounting casualties. In Red Harvest, Dashiell Hammett’s wit and soulfulness shine through what is ultimately a cynical and damning portrayal of American society in the early 20th century.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    CHAPTERS 1-3


    The Continental Op arrives in Personville: a mining town in the northwest known locally as Poisonville. He has a meeting with a newspaperman, Donald Willsson. Arriving at the address, he is shown in by Mrs Willsson, who tells him that her husband will be back shortly. Presently the telephone rings. The Op hears Mrs Willsson speaking to someone, sounding flustered, and then racing downstairs and driving off in her car. He waits around for 45 minutes and finally she returns, apologising that her husband “won’t be home tonight” (p.4). Before leaving, he notices that the toe of her left slipper is “dark and damp with something that could have been blood” (ibid.).


    En route back to his hotel, the Op notices a commotion outside City Hall. He gets talking to a union man named Bill Quint, who tells him that Donald Willsson has been shot dead. The two go for a drink and Quint gives the Op some background on the town. The old industrialist Elihu Willsson, Donald’s father, used to be the authority in Poisonville, until – for the purposes of putting down a strike – he had called on the assistance of local gangsters. The cat was let out of the bag, and since then the town had become a jostling den of thieves, with power split between Elihu, Noonan (the corrupt chief of police) and the three mobsters, Max ‘Whisper’ Thaler, Lew Yard and Pete the Finn. Through his newspaper, Donald Willsson had meanwhile been trying to clean house and purge the town of corruption. Passing Thaler on the street, Bill Quint points him out to the Op.


    The next day, the Op reads about the killing in the paper, learning that an unidentified man and woman were spotted bending over the body. He is about to drop in on Mrs Willsson when he suddenly changes his mind. At that moment he spots Max ‘Whisper’ Thaler entering the Willsson house. Instead, the Op heads over to meet old Elihu Willsson. Infirm and irascible, old Elihu is certain that Mrs Willsson killed Donald, but nonetheless does not want any help from the Op and tells him to “get to hell back to Frisco” (p.15). Next, the Op speaks with Donald’s secretary at the newspaper, Ms. Lewis. He learns that yesterday afternoon, Donald had written a cheque for $5000 and gone out for 20 minutes.


    The Op speaks to a cashier at the bank called Albury, and learns that the cheque was for Dinah Brand. Next he goes to see police chief Noonan, who tells him that Dinah Brand is a professional gold-digger, and Thaler’s moll. Together Noonan and the Op go on to see the widowed Mrs Willsson and interrogate her about the previous night. She says an anonymous caller told her that Donald was delivering money to Dinah Brand, and she drove out to the address. She saw Donald coming out and then falling. Then Thaler arrived and told her to go home quickly or she would be a suspect Noonan elicits her admission that the voice on the telephone sounded like Thaler’s.


    The Op goes for dinner with Albury, the cashier from the bank, who warns him of Dinah Brand’s charms.


    CHAPTERS 4-6


    The Op pays a visit to Dinah Brand and her live-in friend, Dan Rolff, who suffers from tuberculosis. Dinah demands money for any information, but finally tells the Op that Donald’s cheque was paid in exchange for evidence that incriminated Thaler, the Finn, Yard, Noonan and most of all, old Elihu. The Op warns her that Noonan is out to nab her and Thaler for the murder.


    The Op finds he has a message from Elihu and goes out to see him. He finds Elihu still in bed, with a pistol beside him: a dead intruder lies shot on the floor. Elihu challenges the Op to “clean this pig-sty of a Poisonville” for him – “to smoke out the rats” – and the Op accepts, for a cheque of $10000 (p.41). The police come round to clear away the body, and Noonan invites the Op for a ride-along: they are going to pick up Thaler.


    The police have Thaler’s joint surrounded, but he and his men are not coming out. As a neutral party, the Op manages to charm his way in, and he and Thaler have a conference. Apparently Thaler received the same strange anonymous phone call that Mrs Willsson did, but did not see who shot Donald. Thaler and his men, with the Op in tow, easily escape the siege by bribing the policemen guarding the back gate.


    CHAPTERS 7-10


    The next day, the Op goes to the bank to certify old Elihu’s cheque. He then confronts the cashier Albury with the accusation that he shot Donald Willsson because he was “cuckoo over the girl”, and used a gun from the bank to kill him out of jealousy (p.58). Albury confesses to the murder, as well as the anonymous phone calls, and the Op turns him in to City Hall. The Op then wires San Francisco to send his two colleagues, Dick Foley and Mickey Linehan, over to Poisonville. He updates Elihu, who thanks him and attempts to retract his job offer of the previous evening, but the Op holds fast to his assignment.


    While eating dinner, the Op gets a call from Dinah Brand, who says that Thaler wants to meet at her apartment that night. It is still early evening when the Op heads up to his hotel room and is greeted by a barrage of bullets from the building opposite. He hits the deck and avoids being hit. The police eventually arrive and Noonan offers the Op police protection but the Op demurs, suspecting Noonan of involvement in the attempted hit. The Op then heads to Dinah’s, as agreed, where Thaler – as an act of goodwill – advises him to leave town. But the Op is set on his course: “Poisonville is ripe for the harvest” (p.67). Thaler apparently respects his stubbornness and gives him a tip for the upcoming boxing match: that Kid Cooper “would probably knock Ike Bush out in the sixth round” (p.68).


    The next morning, the Op goes around town spreading Thaler’s tip as widely as he can, making the betting odds swing rapidly in Cooper’s favour. Next he digs up some dirt on Ike Bush from a man called Bob MacSwain, and then tracks down Bush and blackmails him not to throw the fight, as he is expected to. At the fight, the Op bumps into Dinah and lets her know of the impending reversal, at which she switches her bet to Bush. Sure enough, Bush knocks Cooper out, only to be killed instantaneously by a dagger thrown from somewhere in the audience.


    After the fight, Thaler warns the Op again – this time with no goodwill – to leave town, and also warns Dinah not to double-cross him. Dinah and the Op go for dinner and then back to her apartment, where she argues with Dan Rolff and the Op knocks him out.


    CHAPTERS 11-13


    In a bid to help the Op stir things up, Dinah tells him about the death of Chief Noonan’s brother Tim some years ago, which was ruled as a suicide, but was actually the work of Max Thaler. Thaler’s former girlfriend Myrtle and Bob MacSwain, who used to be a cop, heard Tim’s last words, identifying “Max” as the killer (p.87). Myrtle, scared of Thaler, bribed MacSwain to stay quiet and kept the whole thing a secret. The Op goes to see Myrtle, who is dying in hospital and who is quite happy to sign a confession of her role in the cover-up.


    Next he goes to see MacSwain and applies his rough persuasion tactics to bring MacSwain down to City Hall, where Noonan is highly gratified by the Op’s work.


    The Op gets a call from Dinah asking him to come over, but when he does, finds that he has been set up: Thaler and his thugs are waiting for him. In the stand-off, Thaler denies being involved in Tim Noonan’s killing. A fracas breaks out and somehow the Op comes out on top. He calls to Noonan to tell him he has Thaler captured.


    CHAPTERS 14-16


    Almost immediately after Thaler’s arrest, the gangster manages to dynamite his way out of City Hall and escape in a car. Watching the action, the Op catches sight of MacSwain, who has also escaped, moving through an alley. Cornering him, the Op puts it to MacSwain that he was the one who shot Tim Noonan, and that when Myrtle thought he was saying “Max”, he was actually trying to say “MacSwain” (p.111). Pressing him, the Op learns that MacSwain’s wife fell in love with Tim. MacSwain let her have a divorce, but then Tim ditched her for Myrtle. When it came to the fight, it was Tim who drew the gun and MacSwain shot him in the tussle. The Op agrees to keep MacSwain’s story to himself, for now at least, but all the same returns him to City Hall.


    The next morning the Op meets with his colleagues, Mickey Linehan and Dick Foley, giving them Pete the Finn and Lew Yard to deal with respectively, taking a similar approach to his with Thaler. The Op drops in on Noonan, and while he is there, the chief receives a tip off that Thaler is hiding out at the Cedar Hill Inn. They drive out with the whole police force in tow and surround the inn, before shooting it to pieces. Once inside, Noonan and the Op discover an alcohol distillery and no sign of Thaler. A patrolman arrives from town and informs Noonan that the First National Bank has been held up.


    Arriving on the scene, Noonan and the Op find one of Thaler’s men, shot dead in the getaway – suggesting he was behind the robbery. Returning to his hotel, the Op finds Dinah, who tries unsuccessfully to peddle him more information. The Op agrees to take her out later that night.


    CHAPTERS 17-19


    The Op arrives at Dinah’s and tells her the facts about Tim Noonan’s murder. Dinah is suddenly terrified that they have been trying to frame Thaler, and insists on staying in for dinner. Then she drives them out to a party at the Silver Arrow, where a friend, Reno, has just been sprung from prison. As they arrive, a gunfight is in progress


    

    

    CHAPTERS 20-22


    

    

    

    CHAPTERS 23-25


    

    

    

    CHAPTERS 26-27
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