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GRANT ALLEN was born on February 24, 1848, near Kingston, Ontario. Though largely forgotten today, during his lifetime he was a prolific and popular writer who published widely in diverse areas, which were as various as his own intellectual pursuits, and ranged from the sciences to literature. Titles of several of his books reveal his breadth of interests, including The Evolutionist at Large (1881), The Colours of Flowers as Illustrated in the British Flora (1882), and Biographies of Working Men (1884). As a naturalist and professed socialist, he embraced a number of radical views for his time, such as the advancement of women’s rights. For example, The Woman Who Did (1895) espoused a then controversial literary critique of sexual conventions and marriage. As a writer of popular fiction, Allen produced a number of successful, though now forgettable, potboilers. His best stories, which featured the notorious con artist and thief Colonel Clay, first appeared in the Strand Magazine and later were collected in the book An African Millionaire: Episodes in the Life of the Illustrious Colonel Clay (1897), regarded by many critics as the first fictional work to feature a criminal protagonist. Near the end of his life, Allen asked his friend Sir Arthur Conan Doyle—author of the Sherlock Holmes tales—to complete the final chapter of his novel Hilda Wade: A Woman with Tenacity of Purpose (1900), which was published posthumously. Allen died on October 28, 1899 (though some sources cite October 25, 1899, as the day he died).

GARY HOPPENSTAND is a professor of English at Michigan State University. He has published numerous scholarly books and articles about popular literature, and his editorial work has been nominated for the World Fantasy Award. He has twice won the Popular Culture Association’s Best Book award in the Textbook/Reference category, and he is a former president of the national Popular Culture Association. He won the top scholarly honor given by the national Popular Culture Association—the Governing Board Award—in 2008 “for his contributions to popular culture studies and the Popular Culture Association.” Currently, he is the editor of The Journal of Popular Culture.
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Introduction

Chris Steinbrunner and Otto Penzler argue in their Encyclopedia of Mystery and Detection that Colonel Clay was “the first important rogue in short crime fiction who is the hero, not a subsidiary character, villain, or antihero” (5). This statement represents the general assertion about Colonel Clay by various historians of crime fiction whenever the character is discussed in the critical texts of the genre. The claim is true, but perhaps not exactly in the way intended by Steinbrunner and Penzler. After all, the title of Grant Allen’s book is An African Millionaire and not The Adventures of Colonel Clay. And the actual rogue protagonist is Sir Charles Vandrift, the African millionaire of the title, and not Colonel Clay. Still, there is no doubt that Colonel Clay is the hero. The character readily solicits the reader’s compassion, and though he is a consummate thief and con man, his creator—Grant Allen—presents him in a highly sympathetic light.

The problem is that the reader does not see much of this rogue hero. Colonel Clay rarely makes an appearance out of disguise in any of the twelve linked stories in the collection until near the book’s conclusion, while Sir Charles Vandrift is featured prominently throughout, always accompanied by his brother-in-law and the narrator of the stories, Seymour Wilbraham Wentworth, a lesser rogue who serves as Sir Charles’s apparently less-than-honest personal secretary. Colonel Clay is the absentee rogue hero, while Sir Charles Vandrift commands the reader’s point of view as a main protagonist. Allen even mimics (and mocks) the hero/sidekick relationship between Sir Charles and Seymour Wentworth that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle popularized in his adventures with Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson, a relationship also borrowed later by Conan Doyle’s brother-in-law E. W. Hornung in The Amateur Cracksman (1899), featuring the gentleman thief, A. J. Raffles, and his companion in crime, “Bunny” Manders.

As a self-professed Communist (Clodd 41) and member of the Fabian Society (Clodd 131), at the very least Grant Allen entertained a hearty suspicion of capitalism and the captains of commerce. He was by trade a professional author who often encountered some difficulty in earning a livable income from his scientific writings, and no doubt this fact helped to encourage his suspicion of unrestricted capitalism in general; he despaired of the difficulty of writing for a living, in part because of the unscrupulous business practices of the publishers of his time, at one point stating: “the [writing] profession is overcrowded, and the competition keen.… I should say distinctly it’s an excellent one to keep out of” (Morton 193).

Indeed, one of the main reasons why Allen turned to writing fiction such as An African Millionaire was that it earned more money than writing essays and books about natural science, philosophy, politics, or history, which were his typical literary stock-in-trade. Phyllis Rozendal notes that “Allen started writing fiction only after discovering that he could not make a living from his scientific writing” (6). Becoming a writer of popular fiction was a necessary decision that caused Allen a degree of unease. As Peter Morton notes in his “The Busiest Man in England”: Grant Allen and the Writing Trade, 1875–1900: “Grant Allen, author of more than thirty novels and much short fiction, was notorious for his derogatory opinion of that important part of his trade. He wrote fiction for money, he said, and nothing more” (111). Allen himself states in the preface to Strange Stories (1890): “Being by trade a psychologist and scientific journeyman, I have been bold enough at times to stray surreptitiously and tentatively from my proper sphere into the flowery fields of pure fiction” (iii). No doubt the more substantial checks provided by editors and publishers of fiction periodicals and books helped to embolden Allen’s efforts in the “flowery fields of pure fiction.”

Charles Grant Blairfindie Allen was something of a political nonconformist and social rebel, and he was one of the most prolific and diverse writers of his time. Born on February 24, 1848, on Wolf Island near Kingston, Ontario, the second son of Joseph Antisell Allen, a Protestant clergyman at the Holy Trinity Church, and Charlotte Catherine Ann Grant, the daughter of the fifth baron of Longueuil, Quebec, the young Grant Allen possessed an early affection for nature that would later serve him well when he wrote on the natural sciences. He moved to the United States with his parents at age thirteen, and later received a scholarship to attend Merton College at Oxford in 1867. He graduated in 1871 and following the death of his first wife married Ellen Jerrard in 1873. Allen taught in Jamaica at Government College, Spanish Town, returning to England in 1876, where he became a professional author and essayist. He died at the age of fifty-one on October 25, 1899 (Merriman; a number of sources cite Allen’s date of death as October 28, 1899), survived by his second wife, Ellen, and his only son, Jerrard Grant (Ruddick, 10).

“His colonial background gave Allen an outsider’s perspective on late-Victorian England at the height of its imperial power, a perspective clarified by his own remarkable qualities of mind,” claims Nicholas Ruddick. Ruddick goes on to say that “Little escaped his scrutiny: he had the trained eye of a naturalist or a detective” (10). Paul Matthew St. Pierre adds: “Prolific, versatile, original, even profound, Grant Allen dedicated his life to the quest for incontrovertible knowledge through the written word” (5). Unlike several of his literary peers who also penned thrillers featuring thief protagonists—authors such as Guy Boothby and E. W. Hornung—Allen was not primarily known as a writer of crime fiction. He was otherwise quite prolific, however, publishing nonfiction titles covering a wide range of topics, from history to science to philosophy to art and literary melodrama. His earliest efforts were in the natural sciences, and included such titles as The Colour-Sense: Its Origin and Development (1879), Vignettes from Nature (1881), and Flowers and Their Pedigrees (1883). Allen also tackled controversial subjects in politics and religion, as illustrated in his books Individualism and Socialism (1889; reprinted from Contemporary Review of May 1889) and The Evolution of the Idea of God: An Inquiry into the Origins of Religion (1897).

Apparently, writing about these topics failed to earn Allen a decent income, so he turned to producing fiction and subsequently published now forgotten efforts such as This Mortal Coil: A Novel (1888), The Jaws of Death: A Novel (1889), and Dumaresq’s Daughter: A Novel (1891). Allen could, if he wanted, create some measure of scandal and controversy with his fiction. His novel The Woman Who Did (1895), for example, about a female protagonist who rebelled against the social norms of her time by having a child out of wedlock (a woman who was of the middle class and not a prostitute), created quite a stir among his more socially conservative readers. Few people today, however, have read The Woman Who Did, and even fewer would be shocked by its once scandalous content. In retrospect, reviewing the vast bulk of Allen’s literary output, his single lasting contribution to literature is his escapist crime thriller An African Millionaire.

Sometimes the reading of popular crime fiction reveals nothing more than escapist entertainment—mere character, plot, and setting—but such is not the case with An African Millionaire. Allen’s episodic novel offers its reader a humorous satire of unrestrained capitalism. Both Sir Charles Vandrift and Seymour Wentworth are comic figures, businessmen-rogues of dubious intelligence who, in their various encounters with the crafty Colonel Clay, are diminished in their arrogance and pride as well as their pocketbooks. Colonel Clay is a consummate trickster figure, a turn-of-the-twentieth-century Robin Hood who robs from the rich and unscrupulous South African capitalist (who himself basically robs and deceives others who trust in him and his business practices). In the story “The Episode of the Drawn Game,” Colonel Clay proclaims to Sir Charles: “You are a capitalist and a millionaire. In your large way you prey upon society.… In my smaller way, again, I relieve you in turn of a portion of the plunder. I am a Robin Hood of my age.”

Allen’s invention of the rogue protagonist resulted not only from his own desire to lampoon the capitalistic excesses of his time, but also indirectly from the evolving nature of the detective protagonist in the crime fiction of the nineteenth century. Indeed, by the turn of the twentieth century, the dilemma with the ever-expanding popularity of the detective story was that the detective hero had become too smart, too clever, too brave, and altogether too infallible. With the advent of serialized heroes (such as the detective protagonist) in mid- to late nineteenth-century popular fiction—especially as seen in the story papers of the middle decades of the nineteenth century, and in the development and growing popularity of American dime novels and British “penny dreadfuls”—a problem began to emerge as authors and publishers attempted to maintain their weekly, biweekly, or monthly publication schedules. They ascertained that in order to sustain and expand their working-class audience’s interest in their serialized hero, they had to expand their hero’s abilities, eventually to the point where heroes, including the detective heroes of crime fiction, were nearly superhuman and virtually unstoppable in their actions.

And, as these authors of popular fiction and their publishers soon discovered, at that instant when the hero becomes too powerful for his adversaries, the narrative impact of the thriller diminishes and becomes less interesting to readers. One way that the writers of commercial serialized fiction sought to combat the use of a powerful hero was to create an adversary or villain who was nearly the hero’s equal, so that the successful outcome of the hero’s battle with evil could remain in doubt until a story’s conclusion, and that dramatic tension could be maintained for a longer period and in a more entertaining fashion.

In the final decade of the nineteenth century, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle helped to refine and focus the development of the villain in popular crime fiction. Conan Doyle intended to kill his popular detective, Sherlock Holmes, with the publication of “The Final Problem” in the December 1893 issue of the Strand Magazine. Holmes first appeared in the novel A Study in Scarlet in 1887, and though the character provided Conan Doyle with both a devoted readership and a decent income, by 1893 he was ready to move on to what he considered more important work: historical fiction. After he decided to end the profitable but artistically unsatisfying career of Sherlock Holmes, the next question for Conan Doyle was how to pull it off.

Conan Doyle devised a plot that would send Sherlock Holmes out in style. He created a nefarious foe who was an intellectual match for Holmes, and then had the two battle to the death. Conan Doyle’s biographer Martin Booth adds that Conan Doyle had his “doubts over the morality” of the Raffles stories penned by his brother-in-law, E. W. Hornung (182). Conan Doyle may have disputed the wisdom of turning a master thief into a hero, but he had no difficulties in creating a master villain of pure evil. Thus, the conclusion of the short story “The Final Problem” finds Sherlock Holmes locked in mortal combat with the wicked professor James Moriarty, the “Napoleon of Crime,” both tumbling to their demise in the churning waters of the Reichenbach Falls in Switzerland. If Conan Doyle was going to kill the greatest fictional detective of his time, he needed an opponent of nearly equal status to Holmes to add gravitas to the event.

Eventually, however, Conan Doyle was compelled by his many distraught readers (and perhaps by a much lighter pocketbook) to resurrect Sherlock Holmes, but in a way the Napoleon of Crime also had his moment of triumph. What Conan Doyle did not realize was that in creating Professor Moriarty, he was tapping into a subversive cultural mind-set in readers of popular crime fiction in the late Victorian era, an audience that not only was drawn to the detective hero—who embodied law, order, and social justice—but that also found a type of seditious pleasure in the archvillain—a character that embodied crime, anarchy, and social injustice.

No less a literary giant than George Orwell saw virtue in the rogue protagonist of popular crime fiction. In his essay “Raffles and Miss Blandish,” Orwell offers a comparison between the Raffles stories by E. W. Hornung and the James Hadley Chase novel No Orchids for Miss Blandish (1939). The latter does not compare favorably in Orwell’s view, because it embraces the “sadistic” and “masochistic” elements found in the American pulp magazines of that era, even though Chase was a British author writing for a British audience enduring the London blitz. Specifically, Orwell objects to the morally equivocal representation of crime in the story, where “being a criminal is only reprehensible in the sense that it does not pay” (33). The police employ criminal methods in Chase’s novel, Orwell informs his reader, so that there is little difference between crook and cop. Orwell states: “This is a new departure for English sensational fiction, in which till recently there has always been a sharp distinction between right and wrong and a general agreement that virtue must triumph in the last chapter” (33). Grant Allen’s Colonel Clay, along with many of the gentlemen crooks and tender con artists inspired by Allen’s creation, decidedly avoid the hearty strain of violence found, with a few exceptions, in the dime novels and early pulp fiction magazines of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Indeed, during the decades immediately preceding World War I, a number of thief and con-artist protagonists populated the magazines and bookstalls of the day in Great Britain, America, and France: disreputable yet lovable rogues such as E. W. Hornung’s A. J. Raffles, Guy Boothby’s Simon Carne, Maurice Leblanc’s Arsène Lupin, George Randolph Chester’s Get-Rich-Quick Wallingford, O. Henry’s Jeff Peters, Frederick Irving Anderson’s Infallible Godahl, and Edgar Wallace’s Four Square Jane, among others. And, as illustrious as is this literary rogues gallery, none of these charming villains holds the distinction of being the first important thief protagonist in popular crime fiction; that honor belongs to Grant Allen’s Colonel Cuthbert Clay.

As his professional surname indicates, Colonel Clay is a man of clay, readily transformed into any number of undetectable disguises so that he can better torment and fleece Sir Charles Vandrift. And yet, it is not without accident that the first great rogue protagonist in crime fiction should be a master of disguise. Raffles and Simon Carne were notable gentlemen crooks, Jeff Peters and J. Rufus Wallingford were consummate con artists, while Colonel Clay was fundamentally a master of disguise. Grant Allen readily adopted a prevalent literary motif from nineteenth-century popular fiction in the creation of Colonel Clay. Disguise and elements of deception were common staples in the gothic tales of the late eighteenth century and in the story papers of the early to mid-nineteenth century. Characters in disguise appeared throughout the genres of romance fiction and crime fiction, especially in the detective dime novels and pulp magazines of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The literary device of disguise that is so pervasive in the developing years of popular fiction can be explained by examining the audience of this type of fiction. The working class and middle class in Europe and America composed the bulk of the readership of mass-produced, mass-consumed escapist fiction, and many professional authors who sought to sell their stories to this readership understood what that audience desired: action, predictable storytelling, easily recognizable protagonists and villains, and plot twists that revolved around disguise and deception. One of the driving ambitions of an evolving working class and middle class, especially in America, was the desire to achieve a higher level of wealth and social status. The motif of disguise in popular fiction catered to this ambition in stories purchased for escapist entertainment. Readers, especially readers of crime tales, could thrill to the adventures of heroes, villains, and other characters who were not what they appeared to be, thus satisfying a deep psychological desire to be someone different, better, more exciting, and ultimately more fulfilling. Grant Allen, it seems, understood this essential psychological need in his audience, and therefore when he fabricated a rogue protagonist in Colonel Clay for what he hoped would be a popular series of crime stories, he developed a fascinating master of disguise to meet that need.

Colonel Clay appeared in twelve linked short stories that first ran in the pages of The Strand Magazine between 1896 and 1897. These stories were later collected in a single hardcover volume published in 1897 entitled An African Millionaire: Episodes in the Life of the Illustrious Colonel Clay, as a type of novel—a common practice among professional authors of fiction who sought to enhance their income by first publishing their thematically linked stories in periodicals such as the Strand Magazine and then collecting the stories into a hardcover book for a new round of sales and royalty checks.

The reader is told in the first story of An African Millionaire, entitled “The Episode of the Mexican Seer,” that Colonel Clay is both feared and admired by the police. In the various settings of the rich and famous (or infamous), emblematic of the wealthy capitalists’ undeserved economic privilege, he is a wolf disguised in sheep’s clothing among sheep who need to be sheared of their jewelry and cash. He is a con artist who outcons a notorious capitalist con artist. The irony in all the Colonel Clay stories is that Sir Charles is aware that he is about to be conned and sees the crime as a challenge, with a presupposition that, as a successful capitalist, he is a better con artist than Colonel Clay. Typically, Sir Charles expects one con, but to his surprise gets another that completely fools him.

The supporting cast of characters in An African Millionaire is as amusing, and as flawed, as Sir Charles. Seymour Wentworth, or Sey, is a marvelous narrator, offering a number of astute and humorous asides about his employer and his em-ployer’s ego, all while simultaneously keeping in the good graces of his arrogant brother-in-law. As a minor crook himself, he is less than successful in his own financial schemes, as seen in “The Episode of the Tyrolean Castle” when Sey attempts to profit via commission from the sale of a castle as part of a scheme by Colonel Clay. Of course, the castle in question is not really up for sale, and Sey is embarrassed when he realizes that his employer and benefactor may later discover his greedy deception. (In several of the later stories, Colonel Clay uses Sey’s fear of being found out to taunt and ridicule the hapless secretary and personal assistant.)

Sir Charles’s wife, Lady Amelia Vandrift, is likewise comical as Sir Charles’s occasional coconspirator in unethical business ventures. In “The Episode of the Tyrolean Castle,” Sey informs the reader in his at times acidic tongue that the seemingly highborn wife of the wealthy South African millionaire and financier is “a confirmed Cockney.” Later, Sey goes on to note that Amelia professes an aristocratic and romantic fancy, all of which paints her as a hypocrite and a social climber—faults that Colonel Clay takes advantage of with glee. In “The Episode of the Old Bailey,” for example, following the capture of Colonel Clay and his unmasking as the plebeian-sounding Paul Finglemore, Amelia pleads with Sey to help her see that Césarine, her maid (who turns out to be one of Colonel Clay’s two female accomplices), not be arrested, because of the embarrassment it may cause. “I assure you, Seymour, the thing’s not to be dreamt of,” Amelia proclaims. “There are details of a lady’s life—known only to her maid—which cannot be made public.” The reader wonders at this point what juicy secrets Amelia is attempting to hide. And, amusingly, this conversation occurs just after Sir Charles similarly informs Sey that he, Sir Charles, “cannot consent to be a party to the arrest of White Heather,” the other female accomplice of Colonel Clay’s, an attractive woman who has in the past manipulated the South African millionaire with her wiles. Sir Charles does not want to be humiliated in court by exposure of his attraction to White Heather. Sey informs the reader: “Indeed, I must allow that under whatever disguise White Heather appeared to us, Charles was always that disguise’s devoted slave from the first moment he met it. It occurred to me, therefore, that the clever little woman—call her what you will—might be the holder of more than one indiscreet communication.” Though both husband and wife feel guilty about their indiscretions with Colonel Clay’s female accomplices, they each condemn the actions of the other woman not directly involved with their indiscretions. Yes, Sir Charles is a romantic fool where love is concerned, and is exploited by Colonel Clay for being something of a cad, but Amelia is equally guilty of unstated indiscretions. Crass hypocrisy is thus drolly layered on Charles’s and Amelia’s feelings of culpability and shame.

In the end, Colonel Clay is never caught by his adversary, Charles Vandrift. Sey almost nabs him at one point in “The Episode of the Game of Poker,” but literally cannot hold his grasp on the fleeing rogue. Both Sir Charles and Sey continually fail in their assorted comical attempts to capture him. The only thing that finally brings Colonel Clay’s career to an end is science or, more specifically, the application of a scientific method of personal identification. Since the author of An African Millionaire was himself a proponent of science and an author of numerous scientific texts, it makes perfect sense in the Colonel Clay stories that lesser intellects cannot capture a greater intellect. Only science can achieve what mere human ingenuity fails to accomplish. In “The Episode of the Bertillon Method,” when the scientist, Dr. Beddersley, helps to detect the slippery Colonel Clay, the scoundrel announces: “If you’ve tracked me strictly in accordance with Bertillon’s methods, I don’t mind so much. I will not yield to fools; I yield to science.” The statement is meant to be both an insult to Sir Charles and homage paid to scientific knowledge (or what was then considered scientific knowledge: Alphonse Bertillon [1853–1914] was a French criminologist who devised a system by which individuals could be identified and recorded by their physical measurements.)

The final chapter of An African Millionaire and the resolution of Colonel Clay’s escapades, entitled “The Episode of the Old Bailey,” resounds with the author’s condemnation of Sir Charles and with the martyrdom of Paul Finglemore, Colonel Clay’s actual name. Ostensibly on trial for his crimes, Colonel Clay assumes his own defense and cross-examines his nemesis, Sir Charles Vandrift, essentially turning the tables and placing Sir Charles on trial in the court of public opinion for his various transgressions in the world of cutthroat finance. Sir Charles is made to face his unethical attempt to purchase fine diamonds for the price of worthless paste (“The Episode of the Diamond Links”), his desire to acquire the rights to a lucrative gold mine by amalgamating his essentially worthless section of the mine with a rival’s valuable section (“The Episode of the Seldon Gold-Mine”), and his vile effort to unload what he thought was worthless stock in his diamond mine before stockholders were alerted to the danger of their holdings (“The Episode of the German Professor”). In each instance, Colonel Clay outfoxes the real crook, Sir Charles, humiliating the greedy financier as well as fleecing him of his ill-gotten wealth. The judge sums up the case against Colonel Clay by saying that even the “richest—and vilest—of men must be protected” and that if a “rogue cheated a rogue, he must still be punished.” Colonel Clay faces his fate bravely, while the disgraced and humbled Sir Charles yet envies the loving devotion of Colonel Clay’s two female assistants—a devotion that he himself will never know from others.

Ultimately, Grant Allen’s An African Millionaire offers a type of working-class fantasy of revenge, packaged within the innocuous wrappings of popular crime fiction. Though the detective hero, as a symbol of law and order, reigned in the popular press of the late-Victorian and Edwardian periods in Europe and America, during the decade and a half before World War I, the rogue, the gentleman thief, and the con artist lurked prominently nearby in the shadows of the police station, just out of direct sight and ready to foil the designs of both society and the authorities. These heroic villains held a kind of bipolar, divergent, yet strangely intertwined appeal for their audiences, who were attracted not only to law and the detective, but also to crime and the criminal. And yet, in creating Colonel Clay as the first rogue protagonist in crime fiction, Grant Allen also placed his own unique stamp on the character. As you read the various Colonel Clay adventures, you will note that Allen employs a sophisticated game metaphor throughout in which there exists a battle of minds between rogues of different classes and social standing, where Colonel Clay, as an emblem of the oppressed working class, triumphs time and again against his idiotic counterpart, Sir Charles Vandrift, who is emblematic of the obtuse capitalist exploiter—until the conclusion of An African Millionaire, during which Allen finally submits to the social expectations of his readers by having Colonel Clay apprehended and tried for his various crimes. As escapist and satiric fiction, An African Millionaire stops short of being entirely subversive.

Summarizing Grant Allen’s place in literature, Peter Morton states: “He straddles so many different areas in the literary culture of his day. He is the skilled marketer of popular fiction; the dedicated but unaffiliated scholar, reckless of his time and energy…. And, most dramatic of all, the idealistic social reformer half-willing to immolate his own career for the sake of having his radical say” (3–4). Speaking directly about An African Millionaire, Nick Freeman notes that “Allen was not known as a humorous writer although he had explored most genres of popular fiction and would later show a facility for caddish wit in his ‘Colonel Clay’ stories” (112). And as his biographer, Edward Clodd, summarizes in Grant Allen: A Memoir: “Few living men have undertaken so bewildering a range of studies—ever had, to use a homely expression, so many irons in the fire—irons, be it said, of strange incongruity and divergence.… His eagerness to be ever learning was equaled only by his willingness to impart all that he knew” (205–6). Grant Allen possessed a complex and diverse intellect. Sadly, much of the knowledge that Allen conveyed to his readers during his lifetime now resides in the dim obscurity of the past, a mere historical footnote, but at least one of his books has achieved lasting fame among those who admire a well-told story that has long outlived the naturalist, the scientist, the historian, and the writer of ephemeral melodrama.

Certainly, Grant Allen’s An African Millionaire is variously comical, satirical, subversive, and humorous, but primarily it is entertaining. Each story builds on the previous one, and the reader is as challenged as the befuddled Sir Charles as to how the infinitely resourceful Colonel Clay will carry out his next ingenious scheme. Allen has created in the book you now hold his single lasting work of fiction: an influential, episodic literary masterpiece that established an archetypal literary character in Colonel Clay, a lovable rogue who helped to influence a generation of crime writers to follow. An African Millionaire also recalls for the contemporary reader an era of both ostentatious wealth and great economic disparity, and a protagonist who sought to gently mock the intellectually dull champion of unrestrained capitalism and pretentious aspirations to social class—Sir Charles Vandrift—and the rather silly excesses of wealth and privilege that Sir Charles represented in the British Empire at the turn of the twentieth century. Perhaps its message from over a hundred years ago still holds relevance today as a metaphor for unrestrained and unrepentant Wall Street greed. If not, An African Millionaire undoubtedly remains a vastly engaging and amusing read and a beloved classic in the field of crime fiction. Enjoy.

GARY HOPPENSTAND
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An African Millionaire


I

THE EPISODE OF THE MEXICAN SEER

My name is Seymour Wilbraham Wentworth. I am brother-in-law and secretary to Sir Charles Vandrift, the South African millionaire and famous financier. Many years ago, when Charlie Vandrift was a small lawyer in Cape Town, I had the (qualified) good fortune to marry his sister. Much later, when the Vandrift estate and farm near Kimberley developed by degrees into the Cloetedorp Golcondas, Limited, my brother-in-law offered me the not unremunerative post of secretary; in which capacity I have ever since been his constant and attached companion.

He is not a man whom any common sharper can take in, is Charles Vandrift. Middle height, square build, firm mouth, keen eyes—the very picture of a sharp and successful business genius. I have only known one rogue impose upon Sir Charles, and that one rogue, as the Commissary of Police at Nice remarked, would doubtless have imposed upon a syndicate of Vidocq, Robert Houdin, and Cagliostro.

We had run across to the Riviera for a few weeks in the season. Our object being strictly rest and recreation from the arduous duties of financial combination, we did not think it necessary to take our wives out with us. Indeed, Lady Vandrift is absolutely wedded to the joys of London, and does not appreciate the rural delights of the Mediterranean littoral. But Sir Charles and I, though immersed in affairs when at home, both thoroughly enjoy the complete change from the City to the charming vegetation and pellucid air on the terrace at Monte Carlo. We are so fond of scenery. That delicious view over the rocks of Monaco, with the Maritime Alps in the rear, and the blue sea in front, not to mention the imposing Casino in the foreground, appeals to me as one of the most beautiful prospects in all Europe. Sir Charles has a sentimental attachment for the place. He finds it restores and freshens him, after the turmoil of London, to win a few hundreds at roulette in the course of an afternoon among the palms and cactuses and pure breezes of Monte Carlo. The country, say I, for a jaded intellect! However, we never on any account actually stop in the Principality itself. Sir Charles thinks Monte Carlo is not a sound address for a financier’s letters. He prefers a comfortable hotel on the Promenade des Anglais at Nice, where he recovers health and renovates his nervous system by taking daily excursions along the coast to the Casino.

This particular season we were snugly ensconced at the Hôtel des Anglais. We had capital quarters on the first floor—salon, study, and bedrooms—and found on the spot a most agreeable cosmopolitan society. All Nice, just then, was ringing with talk about a curious impostor, known to his followers as the Great Mexican Seer, and supposed to be gifted with second sight, as well as with endless other supernatural powers. Now, it is a peculiarity of my able brother-in-law’s that, when he meets with a quack, he burns to expose him; he is so keen a man of business himself that it gives him, so to speak, a disinterested pleasure to unmask and detect imposture in others. Many ladies at the hotel, some of whom had met and conversed with the Mexican Seer, were constantly telling us strange stories of his doings. He had disclosed to one the present whereabouts of a runaway husband; he had pointed out to another the numbers that would win at roulette next evening; he had shown a third the image on a screen of the man she had for years adored without his knowledge. Of course, Sir Charles didn’t believe a word of it; but his curiosity was roused; he wished to see and judge for himself of the wonderful thought-reader.

‘What would be his terms, do you think, for a private séance?’ he asked of Madame Picardet, the lady to whom the Seer had successfully predicted the winning numbers.

‘He does not work for money,’ Madame Picardet answered, ‘but for the good of humanity. I’m sure he would gladly come and exhibit for nothing his miraculous faculties.’

‘Nonsense!’ Sir Charles answered. ‘The man must live. I’d pay him five guineas, though, to see him alone. What hotel is he stopping at?’

‘The Cosmopolitan, I think,’ the lady answered. ‘Oh no; I remember now, the Westminster.’

Sir Charles turned to me quietly. ‘Look here, Seymour,’ he whispered. ‘Go round to this fellow’s place immediately after
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