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A COWBOY, A SPACE CAPTAIN, A PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR AND A BARBARIAN WALK INTO A BAR....
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That could be the beginnings of a really lame joke, but it's something more. All four of these characters, these separate genre icons, share something in common. They are all cut from the same bolt of cloth... the American hero.

The Cowboy grew out of the nostalgia for a Wild West that never really existed outside the imagination of Buffalo Bill Cody and his Wild West Show. You can see the beginnings of him in the fiction of James Fenimore Cooper (1820-1850s), but it is Owen Wister who gets credit for the first official Western novel, The Virginian: A Horseman of the Plains (1902). After him came all the rest, from Zane Grey to Louis L'Amour, along with his near cousin, the Northern hero: Mounties to gold-miners in the fiction of writers like Jack London or Rex Beach. North or West, the trappings of the Western and Northern include the tough, solitary cowpoke who enforces his own stern code with a shooting iron or a hanging rope. Locales where you'll find him include the wilderness and smoky saloons.

The second of these true, American heroes is the hardy Space-faring Captain. Pinpointing an exact creator is a little harder, for science fiction heroes begin with John Carter of Mars by Edgar Rice Burroughs in February 1912 in "Under the Moons of Mars," acquiring all the fighting skill of the old romantic heroes, but then moving on to Buck Rogers, Flash Gordon, Hawk Carse, Eric John Stark, and the list goes on and on... Best of all of them was CL Moore's Northwest Smith, who hung around the seedy bars of Mars with his pal, Yarol the Venusian. These tough spacers drank segir, slept with alien chicks, and could shoot or punch their way out of any situation. They lead the way to the final icon, Captain Kirk of Star Trek.

The Private Eye was invented by Carroll John Daly in "The False Burton Combs" in Black Mask (December 1922). Daly may have been first, but his work was expanded by Dashiell Hammett, who had actually been a Pinkerton agent, and later by Raymond Chandler, who elevated noir pulp fiction to the highest level. The central hero is, of course, a private detective, who knows the mean streets and follows his own code of justice. This doesn't always match that of the police, who are often as corrupt as the criminals. Mystery tales date back to at least Edgar Allan Poe's "The Murder in the Rue Morgue" (Graham's Magazine, April 1841), but was made hugely popular by British author Arthur Conan Doyle and his Sherlock Holmes in The Strand. The Private Eye was America's response to the effete murders in the vicarages over tea that the British cozy mystery was at the turn of the century. None of that middle class snobbery for the PI. He is a creature of independence, often found drinking in an illegal speakeasy.

The barbarian hero of sword-and-sorcery is our last of the foursome. The author who created him was Robert E Howard, in January 1929 with "The Shadow Kingdom," starring King Kull. Kull, like his replacement, and by far, the quintessential icon of S&S, Conan the Cimmerian, was a rough, deadly warrior, who claws his way to kingship. The barbarian is skilled with weapons, a hater of sorcery and evil magic, and a hero, but on his own terms and for his own price, which is often taken in gold, booze, or sex. He marches to the beat of his own drum, whether in a desert, a jungle, a filthy city with its steamy dens of iniquity. Conan walks a dark path and no furry little hobbits need apply.

So why do all these heroes exist, and why America? All of these characters are products of pulp fiction, whether in the early days when they were called weeklies, or in the later, true pulps. Magazine fiction since the 1880s had been driving genre with specialized types of reading. In America, this looked a little different than elsewhere, for North America was a land of pioneers. The sedate, well-established, Oxford-educated type good guy was seen as suspiciously too civilized for a land such as the US. American heroes had to be tough, whether they were in the Yukon or the Arizona desert or in imaginary lands or the quickly growing cities with the new problems of gangsterism and corruption. Only a hard man could walk the line between right and wrong.

World War II and later the Cold War would turn these heroes into sadly dated characters; no longer in style. They could have died in the pages of the pulps that folded and blew away by 1955. But was that really the case? Look at paperback sales in the 1950s and 1960s, and there they are again: the cowboy (Zane Grey and Louis L'Amour sold millions), the PI (whether he was Mike Hammer, Shell Scott, or Mike Shayne), the space captain (he fell on hard times in print but made it on radio and the small screen), and the barbarian (who sold millions of purple-edged Lancer paperbacks with the help of Frank Frazetta).

These characters all became icons, part of our collective culture along with the jungle lord and lady, the avenging swordsman, the secret agent, and the superhero. Love them or hate them, they all serve the same function: a plot Christopher Booker calls "Overcoming the Monster." The hero takes on the the "Big Bad" and wins, whether that is Buffy the Vampire Slayer or Beowulf. These heroes tells us we are not small, but can win; that our personal code is worth protecting, that there are reasons to charge "once more unto the breach." The hanging around in bars... well, what else is a hero going to do while waiting for that next adventure? 
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GOOD GUYS & BETTER COFFEE

The old Pulp magazines offered everything from a gritty back street world of violence to the unimaginable planets of the far stars. Pulp fiction was the people’s stories. And because of this the everyday miseries and joys followed. There was crime, and hunger, and fear, but there was also adventure, love and romance, and best of all, coffee. 

When one thinks of the hard-drinking private eye of Black Mask fame, you don’t immediately think of coffee, but bourbon in a desk drawer or gin from a speakeasy. But far more often coffee is mentioned than booze. Think about it. That PI’s got to get up after a hard night to find the clues that lead to the Maltese Falcon or Rusty Regan or whatever. And to do that, he almost always resorts to black coffee. 

Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe was one of the originals. His morning routine: I got up at nine, drank three cups of black coffee, bathed the back of my head with ice-water and read the two morning papers that had been thrown against the apartment door. ...I dressed and ate two soft-boiled eggs and drank a fourth cup of coffee and looked myself over in the mirror. I still looked a little shadowy under the eyes. (Farewell, My Lovely, 1940)

Chandler inspired a lot of other detectives. The redheaded Mike Shayne loved cognac but drank a lot of coffee too, whether at home or in a diner. “Ordering bacon and eggs, buttered toast, and lots of coffee, he spread the newspaper out with his left hand and began to catch up on the events of last night.” and “Shayne drank his coffee with the healthy appreciation of a strong man for strong coffee.” (Dividend on Death, 1939) Ah, that old Pulp machismo. “Let me see how much coffee you’ve got in there,” he growled. “Most women treat coffee as though it was more precious than diamonds.” (The Private Practice of Mike Shayne, 1940) And sexism. 

Most detectives mention coffee on a fairly regular basis. If you are meeting clients at a restaurant—coffee. Staying up late on a stakeout—coffee. Even after a case well-solved—why not, coffee. Dashiell Hammett was known for his tough guys but he also created Nick and Nora Charles, richie-rich detectives in The Thin Man (1934). That novel mentions champagne three times but coffee fourteen times. Whether it’s Simon Templar as the Saint or Nero Wolfe after one of Fritz’s amazing dinners, it’s coffee time. 

In Erle Stanley Gardner’s very first Perry Mason novel, The Case of the Velvet Claws (1933), Gardner writes over four hundred words about coffee as it serves Perry well as an opportunity to observe his client’s house staff. Perry's relationship with the police wasn't always friendly but in this novel he makes coffee for Sergeant Bill Hoffman “and the boys upstairs”: “Perry Mason poured some of the coffee into the cups, and then poured it back through the coffee container in the percolator. When he had poured it through the second time, it was black and steaming.”

All these coffee drinking detectives aren’t that surprising but what may be is that the original detective himself, Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes was too, not a tea drinker but a coffee guy. “A bath at Baker Street and a complete change freshened me up wonderfully. When I came down to our room I found the breakfast laid and Homes pouring out the coffee.” (The Sign of Four (1890).

Holmes is never one to miss utilizing a tool for observation. In a very famous scene in The Hound of the Baskervilles (1902), Holmes explains all he knows about their client in superb detail. Watson is amazed (even though he should know better by now). Sherlock declares his secret mirror: "I have, at least, a well-polished, silver-plated coffee-pot in front of me" said he. 

Holmes is also quite aware of coffee’s effect but so is Dr. Watson, a medical man. In “Wisteria Lodge” (1908): “We carried her upstairs, laid her on the sofa, and a couple of cups of the strongest coffee soon cleared her brain from the mists of the drug...”
Almost as obvious as detective fiction is the Western, featuring the coffee drinking cowboy. In Louis L’Amour’s The Daybreakers (1960), Tyrel Sackett explains cowboy coffee: “The cook brought me a plate of grub and it smelled so good I didn't even look up until I'd emptied that plate and another, and swallowed three cups of hot black coffee. Up in the hills we like our coffee strong but this here would make bobwire grow on a man's chest in the place of hair.”
Westerners enjoy coffee but they also like action. Shorty knows his priorities: 

He opened the door and a bullet slammed the door jamb within inches of his face. Shorty hit the steps on his belly, then scrambled back into the room. He got to his feet and glanced sheepishly at Laurie. “Looks like I won’t get my coffee,” he said. (Kilkenny, 1963)

Science Fiction came out of the Pulps. I don’t know if Hugo Gernsback drank coffee, (He probably did. He was from Luxembourg.) but some great SF characters did. Of course you can’t just drank ordinary coffee: After assuring himself that the highly inimical brain would not be able to function normally for a long time to come, the Lensman made his way to the galley. He could walk without staggering already—fine! There he fried himself a big, thick, rare steak—his never-failing remedy for all the ills to which flesh is heir—and brewed a pot of Thralian coffee; making it viciously, almost corrosively strong. And as he ate and drank his head cleared magically. Strength flowed back into him in waves. His Lens flamed into its normal splendor. He stretched prodigiously; inhaled gratefully a few deep breaths. He was QX. (E. E. Smith’s Second Stage Lensman, 1953)

Now don’t think this all started in 1926. Arthur Conan Doyle again in 1913 from his SF masterpiece, The Lost World:” In the morning, after a frugal breakfast of coffee and manioc—we had to be economical of our stores—we held a council of war as to the best method of ascending to the plateau above us.” Even intrepid dinosaur hunters need their brew.

Henry Kuttner was more down-to-earth. He created an inventor named Gallagher, who was brilliant but only when he drank alcohol. When he woke up from his drinking he never could remember what he had invented. Sounds like a job for coffee: “Feeling less woozy, he returned to the lab with a gigantic cup full of steaming coffee. He perched on Bubbles and gulped the liquid...”

Isaac Asimov is perhaps the best-known Science Fiction author these days. He also loved Mystery fiction and wrote a series of short stories for Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine called The Black Widowers. Guests to a club told of impossible crimes, which Henry the butler always solved, but not before: “When Henry was pouring out the coffee and it came time for the game of placing the guest on the griddle..." 

Of course, Asimov had no problem creating coffee-drinking heroes in his Science Fiction either. One of these is Lij Baley, a human partnered with a robot, R. Daneel: “Baley woke up, disturbed. He let the robots serve breakfast and did not speak to Daneel. He said nothing, asked nothing, downed excellent coffee without tasting it.” (The Naked Sun, 1956)

If Asimov is the most famous author, the most famous book has to be Frank Herbert’s Dune (1965). A space opera in the old Pulp style it is also filled with coffee drinkers. This surprised me as anyone who knows Dune knows that the spice mélange (worm poo) is central to the story. "...coffee with melange (a rich cinnamon odor from the spice wafted across the table)...” When Paul Atreides kills a Fremen warrior he inherits his wealth: "He returned his attention to Paul. “Usul, it’s our way that you’ve now the responsibility for Jamis’ woman here and for his two sons. His yali ... his quarters, are yours. His coffee service is yours ... and this, his woman.”

See how that coffee pot ranks in importance! We learn more:

Paul’s coffee service, the fluted alloy of silver and jasmium that he had inherited from Jamis, rested on a low table to her right. She stared at it, thinking of how many hands had touched that metal. Chani had served Paul from it within the month.” A good Arrakian woman knows how much coffee means: “She said a ruler must learn to persuade and not to compel. She said he must lay the best coffee hearth to attract the finest men.

Now these are just small servings of good Pulp brew. I am sure there are plenty more out there. Find a good book and pull up a chair, place your coffee close at hand... and enjoy finding the rest. 

HORROR MONSTERS

THE CHRISTMAS GHOST STORIES OF CHARLES DICKENS

Just the name Charles Dickens is enough to fill the ghost-story reader with images of snowy Christmas and Ebenezer Scrooge. Dickens, through his novel A Christmas Carol and his frequent publishing of ghost stories in Households Words and All the Year Round, came to quantify the Victorian love of ghosts and Christmas.

Charles Dickens will be largely remembered as a creator of characters, Oliver Twist, the Artful Dodger, David Copperfield, Little Nell, fat, jolly Pickwick and numerous others. He will also be remembered as a social reformer, the man who embodied the drudgery and despair of the working man during the hey-deys of the Industrial Revolution. But before these things, Dickens was a lover of ghost stories. His nanny, Mary Weller, frightened the six year old Charlie with penny-dreadful-style gore-fests like those recounted in “Captain Murderer and the Devil’s Bargain”. Of his terrorizing nurse he says “...Her name was Mercy, though she had none on me.”

But Dickens did not begin his holiday hauntings with Scrooge and Marley but worked slowly up to that book with small episodes tucked into larger serials. Right from The Pickwick Papers (1836) onward did he utilize the ghost story as editorial, emotional counter-point and with many instalments to be provided on such short notice, filler.

Pickwick and his friends tell five ghost stories in the course of the book, starting with “The Lawyer and the Ghost”. In this initial story the author states his position on the existence of ghosts: why do they haunt unpleasant places, when you could be someplace nice. The tenant of the haunted house asks this question of a ghost who haunts the wardrobe. The specter replies, “Egad, that’s very true; I never thought of that before...we must be very dull fellows, very dull fellows, indeed, I can’t imagine how we can have been so stupid.” And disappears never to return. Dickens has begun his long career of ghost-stories writing with humor, something he would use more often than not, as well a sense of editorializing. The ghosts of Dickens are often ideas played out rather than frightening specters.

“The Queer Chair” is a modern fairy story rather than a tale of haunting. The ghost, a chair who has human features rather than a spirit of the dead, could as easily be a fairy or some other supernatural creature.

The plot concerns Tom Smart, a delivery man who finds himself in a cozy inn on a rainy night. Tom likes the establishment, the food, the punch, the serving girls and especially the widow landlady. But she is being pursued by a tall suitor, whom to which Tom takes an immediate dislike. Once in bed, the odd-looking chair of the title begins to form human features, the legs and arms become man-like, the backing a head. The chair tells how he fears he will be sold off when the widow marries the scoundrel, who has a wife and six kids and many debts. Tom uses a letter from the wardrobe to prove the suitor a villain and marries the widow. The chair is not mentioned again, but has served it purpose like a fairy godmother or other supernatural assistant.

“The Ghosts of the Mail”, in the same vein as the other stories in The Pickwick Papers, uses the ghostly as a vehicle to do something else. The phantom coaches of the retired mail service take the man back in time to engage him in derring-do reminiscent of an American tall-tale. The narrator 
of the previous tale now tells of his uncle, a good friend of Tom Smart. While in Edinburgh, the uncle, also a delivery man, leaves a dinner where his hosts have been drunk under the table, to find a collection of abandoned old mail coaches. While sitting on one coach he travels back in time to the days of three-cornered hats and powdered wigs, rescues a beautiful woman from two rogues, who he bests in sword-play even though they are veterans and he only a natural fighter. The high-point of the story comes when the uncle impales the two villains on two different swords “...jerking their arms and legs about in agony...” like two bugs.
“A Madman’s Manuscript” is the odd-man-out in The Pickwick Papers. Rather than a humorous tale utilizing ghosts, it is a Poe-esque tale about insanity written from the point-of-view of the lunatic. Like Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” or “The Black Cat”, the narrator is known to be unbalanced but the reader is driven on by the power of his madness to see what happens next.

The story concerns a rich young lord who has congenital insanity. He hides his ailment while reveling in his deception. He marries a beautiful young woman who is forced into the marriage by the poverty of her family. When the man tries to cut her throat with a razor she goes mad and dies. When her brother comes to confront the husband, the lunatic loses his facade and tries to kill his accuser. The secret is out and the young lord is chased through the streets and finally locked up. It is in the asylum that he pens the manuscript, a cliche of the pulps of a hundred years later, but refreshingly new in Dickens’ time. It is a technique that Robert Louis Stevenson would use in “Markham” and Guy de Maupassant in several tales.

“The Story of the Goblins Who Stole a Sexton” is perhaps the most interesting of the five, for it is the dry run to Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. Gabriel Grubb is a mean-hearted sexton (or gravedigger) who drinks and works on Christmas. A group of goblins capture him and take him to their underground cave. There they show him scenes of his fellow humans, including a poor family whose small son dies (precursors to Bob Crachit and Tiny Tim.) The goblins beat Grubb mercilessly. In the end he becomes a changed man but can not face his townsmen and goes off to another village to live. Stories of Grubb’s disappearance grow but he puts them to rest when he returns home, a truly changed man.

The similarities to A Christmas Carol are many. The meanness of Scrooge, the supernatural intervention and change are all there but none of the color or detail. What changes Grubb remains largely unseen and ineffective to the reader. In fleshing out the tale, Dickens invested it with a stronger theme, brighter characters and truly Yuletide spirits.

Similarities to another author’s work are also apparent in “The Goblins Who Stole a Sexton”, those of the American, Washington Irving. The goblins and underground lair are very similar to those in “Rip Van Winkle” and the leaving home to live elsewhere at the end is reminiscent of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” in which Ichabod Crane leaves Sleepy Hollow never to return. These two stories appeared in The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon (1820) and were popular on both sides of the Atlantic.

“Baron Koeldwethout’s Apparition” from Nicholas Nickleby (1838-9) is an important story because it is the first to use a truly ‘Dickensian’ ghost. The narrative follows a young baron who marries and quickly finds domestic life both emotionally unfulfilling and financially ruinous. He becomes so despondent that he attempts suicide. To achieve this he hides in a crumbling tower, drinks heavily and prepares to cut his own throat. It is then that he is visited by “... a wrinkled hideous figure, with deeply sunk and bloodshot eyes, and an immensely long cadaverous face. He wore a kind of tunic of a dull bluish colour...was clasped or ornamented down the front with coffin handles. His legs too, were encased  in coffin plates as though in armour...” This weird spirit is the Genius of Despair and Suicide. He tempts the baron onto death but the lord regains his sense of humor at the last, driving out the spectre and re-arranging his life.

The Genius of Despair and Suicide is interesting for two reasons. First, he is the first true Dickens-style ghost, not a dead person so much as an idea embodied in the form of a ghost. He is the predecessor to the ghosts of Christmas Past, Present and Yet to Come in A Christmas Carol and the Haunter in “The Haunted Man and the Ghost’s Bargain”. Secondly, he is decked out in a strange, symbolic attire much like Jacob Marley and his chain of money boxes.

It is also interesting to note the Baron Koeldwethout like the uncle of the bagman, Tom Smart, and Gabriel Grubb, sees his unearthly visitors only after consuming large amounts of alcohol. Dickens may have been hedging his bets with his readers, as if to say, I don’t really believe in ghosts. In “Baron Koeldwethout’s Apparition” the names of the two families are puns on alcohol, “Grogzwig” and “Swillenhausen”. Dickens would later declare his exact beliefs in the stories, “The Haunted House” and “Well-Authenticated Rappings”.

In “The Mother’s Eyes” from Master Humphrey’s Clock (1840), Dickens returns to the Poe-esque style of tale. A man alone at Christmas meets a tall, deaf man and they become friends. The deaf man relates a terrible story from a prison in the time of Charles the Second. The story is a confession of a murderer, who’s sister-in-law once terrified him with her condemning stare. When the woman and her husband die, the killer adopts the boy as his wife is the sister of the boy’s mother. The lad has done nothing to warrant the uncle’s hate except possessing the same condemning eyes.

The man cuts the boy down with his sword and buries the body under a newly sodded lawn. The terror of discovery is so bad that he either dreams of his capture or stares at the spot. He is finally apprehended when blood-hounds are brought in to find what they think is a lost boy. The dogs smell the dead child and tear at the lawn. The killer’s guilty action quickly place a rope around his neck.

This early tale shows two of Dickens’ influence. The more obscure is once again Washington Irving. Dickens tells how the deaf man possesses a pipe once belonging to a German Student and hints at terrible stories about him. This would seem to be referring to Irving’s “The Adventure of the German Student”. The other influence is again Edgar Allan Poe. The guilt and burial are reminiscent of Poe’s masterpiece, “The Tell-Tale Heart” and “The Black Cat”.

A Christmas Carol (1843) is without doubt Dickens’ best and most famous work. I won’t bother to recount a plot so well-known to so many readers. The book was an instant classic and has sold steadily since it was written. Its success was followed by other “Christmas books”: The Chimes, The Cricket on the Hearth, The Battle of Life, and The Haunted Man and the Ghost Bargain. Of these only the last is a supernatural tale, and will be looked at next.

The writing of A Christmas Carol seasoned Dickens’ talent for writing about ghosts. The earlier tales for the most part are humorous when not in imitation of Poe. But after the adventures of Scrooge, Dickens’ tales take on a gloomier feel, closer to the idea of the Victorian ghost story. With “The Haunted Man and the Ghost’s Bargain” (1848) Dickens writes the only other novel-length ghost story. Where the story of Scrooge is about a wicked man turned to good, “The Haunted Man”, as it is often abbreviated, is about a good man turned to evil then returned to good.

The story concerns a chemist named Redlaw. He has lost his sister and feels terrible guilt and sorrow over the incident. Redlaw is a kind and giving person but appears to others to be “a haunted man”. What haunts him is his specter of guilt. This ghost, who resembles most Baron’s Koeldwethout’s Genius of Despair and Suicide as well as the double in Poe’s “William Wilson”, makes the offer to remove his pain and suffering. The result is that Redlaw becomes indifferent and morose without care for others. His presence is enough to make others uncaring, first a poor family named Tetterby, then their sick neighbor, a scholar.

Realizing his curse, the only person Redlaw can associate with is a street urchin, a creature more animal than human. The chemist follows the boy to a house filled with the sick. There he finds his servant and the servant’s father at the death bed of a long lost brother. Redlaw’s sickness infects them and they abandon the dying man.

The ending to “The Haunted Man” is Dickens at his most sickeningly sweet but is rescued by the characterization of Mrs. Swidger. Redlaw meets with his haunter again on Christmas morning, hearing sweet music. All the evil he has done is reversed by the presence of Milly Swidgers, and the servants, the Tetterbys and the student are filled with joy and forgiveness. If Dickens had left the story here the tale would have seemed to possess a tacked-on happy ending. He saves it from maudlin sentimentality with the character of Milly, who leads Redlaw through his rehabilitation, to appreciate his sorrow as a devise for forgiving the wrongs done to us by life. Understanding this, Redlaw forgives the loss of his sister and allays the ghost’s curse.

If Dickens had thought he was writing another Christmas Carol he must have been disappointed. “The Haunted Man” lacks the movement of Scrooge and his ghosts, is murky and its ending is less exact than that of Scrooge who shows his joy rather than discussing it as Mrs. Swidgers and Redlaw do. More likely Dickens was exorcising the ghosts within himself. His sister, Fanny, had died of consumption the summer before.  The glowing, loving character of Mrs. Swidgers is, no doubt, Fanny as Dickens idealizes her. Redlaw embodies the author’s own misery and pain.

“A Child’s Dream of a Star” (1850) is a short fable about a boy who wishes he could join his lost relatives in heaven. Each night after their deaths he has a dream of them joining the others and the angels. The boy grows to be an old man and finally joins them on his death. The tale is not haunting but typical of Dickens sentimental side. Like the ending to “The Haunted Man”, this story seems to point to an author who indulges in sentimentality and nostalgia.

“Christmas Ghosts” or “Ghosts at Christmas” is an article from A Christmas Tree (1850) . In it, Dickens lays out two of the traditions of Christmas for which he has become famous: snow and ghosts. It may be hard for someone, like myself who lives in a snowy region, to understand what is so unusual about a White Christmas, but London, England is rarely visited by heavy snow at Christmas time. The snowy Christmases of Dickens may have come from a period in his childhood when it snowed for seven Christmases in a row.

More importantly, Dickens summarizes all his favorite ghost story plots, many of which will be familiar to fans of the genre. The author speaks in a sentimental fashion which slips all too easily into an unintended sarcasm. Though Dickens helped spawn the Victorian ghost story, one almost wonders if even he has had too much of rattling chains and evil portraits. This can only be fathomed by the tonality of his words and is open to interpretation.

Of the plots he mentions, he includes: the dead servant girl who killed herself for an unworthy lord, the phantom stain that can’t be removed, the clock that strikes thirteen, heralding death, the phantom coach, the compact that brings a friend back from the dead, the girl who sees her own dead self in premonition of her death, the distant relative who appears but has really died in a far country, and the orphan boy who was killed cruelly but appears to maiden aunts. The catalogue could be much longer, but these are the cliches of Dickens’ time.

“The Last Words of the Old Year” (1851) is not so much a ghost story as an editorial masquerading as a story. Dickens has the Year 1850 commenting on his passing reign. The author targets all the social ills that most worry him as a humanitarian: the state of the sewers, the lack of lifeboats on steamships, the lack of





















































































	Begin by explaining how the narrator (not the main character) got the story, usually second-or-third-hand. 


	Introduce the main character, usually a scholar, with antiquarian interests, on holiday abroad (France, Sweden, Denmark, Germany) or on assignment to do scholarly work. 


	Introduce an old local family and their home, the buildings in that far country (Give the first vague hints of supernatural dealings in the descriptions). 


	The antiquary finds the location of evil (The author doesn’t do more than hint this at this time, but will return to it later). 


	Describes an old family member of evil reputation (again, only hints) and gives the first details of their evil history. This spurs the antiquary on to dig further. 


	The antiquary finds out more, a vital clue to the evil events (though not explained at this time), asks a local about it and gets the cold shoulder or avoidance. 


	Antiquary gets on with mundane assignment, but finds more clues (a diary, spell book, or other evidence of sorcery) . 


	Antiquary makes first deadly mistake by accidentally or flippantly invoking the evil. He ignores the first sign that the evil is coming in reply. 


	Antiquary confronts the local for more information. Local tells of events that took place after the evil ones were gone (hinting of supernatural survival as well as more hints and details about the supernatural familiar or assistant connected to the old villain.) 


	Antiquary returns to site of evil and finds further details in the surroundings (engravings, paintings, carvings, etc.) and, for a second time, transgresses against the evil and ignores the signs. 


	Time to leave and return to England. The antiquary returns to the site of evil one last time to say goodbye to the spirit of the villain. A third and final transgression, and the evil is released and the antiquary flees. 


	The narrator now has to admit details become scanty. Journals become cryptic or sketchy. These only hint at the antiquary fleeing back home but under pursuit by two figures, the evil villain and his familiar. (The narrator’s tone can be oblivious, but details hint at the truth.) 


	Antiquary makes a final, useless attempt to escape before being mysteriously found dead, which no one can explain. 


	Variations: a) antiquary is rescued at the last second, b) confronts evil with a party of others and survives to find some mysterious object that explains or hints at why the evil existed. 




















































































































































































































































































	The French-Spanish argument – Brown doesn’t introduce obscure explanations at the end. 


	No pocket Frannistans – no gizmos need apply. Lie detector tests and hypnotism were known in 1949. 


	Fair Play – Fred presents all the clues – the crime stats going down, Chappel disappearing, the Lie Detector test being beaten, etc. 
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