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The House Where I Was Born

Agatha Miller grew up in a special place. Her childhood home stood on a hill above the seaside resort of Torquay in the south of Devon.

Ashfield, as the house was called, was a substantial Victorian villa set in a garden full of numerous, numinous trees. Agatha loved these great trees of the earliest garden she could remember: ‘the big beech-tree, the Wellingtonia, the pines, the elms’ and ‘the green grass fairy ring by a monkey puzzle’ where she played with her hoop.

The garden is gone, and Ashfield itself has long since been demolished. But if you walk between the blocks of flats that now occupy its plot, one thing remains the same. There are still distant views of the sea, sometimes with great heaps of storm clouds piled up over Brixham across the bay.

Despite all the adventures that were to come, Agatha’s family home would remain the most significant place in her life. As an old lady, she came to write the story of her life which was published as An Autobiography. She both begins and ends at Ashfield, and with an image of herself in its garden: a ‘solemn little girl with pale flaxen sausage-curls.’

So it was appropriate that when Agatha, daughter of Frederick and Clara Miller, was born on 15 September 1890, the event took place at home.

The midwife delivered baby Agatha on a Monday afternoon. She was her 36-year-old mother’s third child, and seems to have been a delightful afterthought. Clara (really Clarissa) already had a daughter and a son who were respectively eleven and ten.

Also present at the birth was Agatha’s Great-Aunt Margaret. As well as being aunt to Agatha’s mother, Margaret was also stepmother to her father, which is why the Millers called her ‘Auntie-Grannie’. Yes, this was a complicated family. You have to concentrate to remember who’s who, almost as if following the plot of a detective novel. The complicated families often found in Agatha’s fiction began life close to home.

The Miller family were significant enough for Agatha’s arrival to be reported in both the local paper and the London Morning Post.1 Her father, Frederick Alvah Miller, had contributed money to the recent rebuilding of the 800-seat All Saints Church down the hill where Agatha was baptised. The parish register recorded his ‘rank or profession’ as ‘gentleman’. There were an impressive array of sponsors round the font: the wife of the president of the local hospital, an Honourable, and a future viscount.

Perhaps because this third baby seemed to Clara like an unexpected gift, it was nearly two whole months before she hired the usual nurse to help her look after the child.2 Her baby was a beauty. Agatha’s eyes are sometimes described as grey, sometimes blue, sometimes green.3 In photographs, she is swaddled almost to immobility in the stiff white cotton frills and bonnets of the genteel late-Victorian baby.

Little Agatha seems to have wanted for nothing that an overstuffed, overfurnished, overconfident high-Victorian household could offer. Photographed as a tiny child, she stares haughtily from her miniature upholstered chaise longue; from between the protective knees of her solid-looking father; through a curtain of verdant leaves in the luscious Ashfield garden.4

Agatha also possessed something else that doesn’t come across in the stiff genre of Victorian photography. It was joie de vivre. She was good at living in the present and was proud of her ability ‘to make the best of everything’.5 Her own grandson, to whom she was very close, says she had a peculiar ‘gift for happiness’.6 There was nothing prim or stereotypically Victorian about this particular Victorian girl.

As she grew, Agatha relished everyday pleasures: her piano lessons, her food, especially cakes and cream, although she utterly hated both the taste and smell of hot milk. She was full of high spirits. At seven, she described her greatest dislike as ‘bedtime when you are wide awake’, and her ‘present state of mind’ as ‘excited’.7 She was ‘wildly untidy’, and left possessions, notes, toys behind her in a trail as she moved through the house.8

And she was loved. It was both a blessing and a curse. Could anyone in later life ever encircle Agatha with affection as completely as her parents did, in this comfortable world of Ashfield and its gardens?

The other girls of Torquay, neighbours, or the pupils from her dancing class, remembered Agatha’s physical ease and beauty. This might surprise people who can only picture her in her stately later condition when that love of cream was beginning to tell. ‘I remember you,’ recalled one fellow dancer, ‘in a lovely accordion pleated silk dress, & laughing . . . you were like the sea nymph Thetis with your flowing golden hair.’9

Yet still you get no sense of this energy from the poses the young Agatha strikes for her photo-mad parents as the years roll on. Girlish Agatha proudly uses a watering can while wearing high boots; she sports tiny mutton-chop sleeves on a sailor-suit coat. As she grows older, her fine hair is corkscrewed with tongs, a sense of solemn mystery descends over her face. She sits impassively amid a pile of sticks with her dog George Washington. She is self-contained.

We know from her autobiography, which details the games she played in her garden, that those sticks must represent some imaginary world now lost. Agatha was happy alone, making up stories, inventing pretend friends. Although relaxed with her family, she would remain tongue-tied with strangers. ‘Inarticulate I shall always be,’ she explains, ‘it is one of the causes that have made me a writer.’

This autobiography I’ve mentioned is the source that best reveals how Ashfield was the place – and her mother the person – most vital to Agatha’s life. At a first reading, the autobiography tells a story of growth and what the author appears to feel is unexpected and undeserved happiness and success: ‘just to be alive is a grand thing.’10 Some readers have been disappointed by its shallow, sunny tone: chatty tales, curious characters, changing social customs, but little searching of the soul.

Yet there’s a shadow story lurking there too. Like everything connected with Agatha Christie, the autobiography’s glossy surface hides more difficult truths beneath. Her life would also include periods of great unhappiness.

Agatha believed that Ashfield was really her mother’s house; that Clara Miller had bought it for herself, unexpectedly, at a time when Agatha’s father Frederick was out of the country. Agatha tells the story at the start of her autobiography:

 

‘But why did you do that?’ he asked.

‘Because I liked it,’ explained my mother.

 

Agatha suggests that her mother believed it was natural, almost inevitable, that a woman should casually buy a house, just because she liked it.

But look: we’ve hardly started and already we’re on shifting sands.

While Clara and Agatha may have believed the story, that’s not how it really happened. In fact, Clara could not legally have bought Ashfield. A woman in her position was a feme covert: the law treated a married couple as one person, and that person was always the male. Clara did have some money of her own, a legacy, but it was tied up in a trust, and she had to persuade others to allow her to access it. And indeed, Ashfield wasn’t really for sale; it was only a leasehold property.11 In telling the story, though, it isn’t as if Agatha is setting out to deceive. It’s more that her dreams, memories and storytelling are more important to her than the cold hard facts.

But this story about her mother casually buying a house does reveal a deep truth about Agatha’s life. Her mother was a controlling presence, and Clara had a sense of destiny and intuition about what was right and what was wrong.

Agatha was observing her mother’s impulsive behaviour. She would copy Clara in becoming a nester, a hoarder, and a compulsive purchaser of houses of her own, at one stage owning as many as eight.

And Agatha kept returning to the idea of owning a house as the perfection of happiness. Even in childhood, she wrote stories to entertain herself and her family, and the earliest of them all was about ‘the bloody Lady Agatha’, and ‘a plot that involved the inheritance of a castle’. In another early story, the narrator dreams of a house:

 

A very beautiful House . . . I stood and looked at it . . . it doesn’t sound much, but it has haunted me all day. The wonder of it, the perfect absolute happiness.12

 

In one of the last really good books Agatha wrote, late in life, a house is once again the centre of an obsession, ‘the thing that mattered most to me.’13

But life at her beloved home at Ashfield, with her father and mother, could not always remain the paradise it seemed in Agatha’s early years.
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Love and Death

Agatha was an exceptional woman. But during the four years she was separated from Archie, she was part of an all too familiar story: young lovers parted by conflict.

A man of strong feelings he struggled to express, Archie in his correspondence reveals little of what he must have experienced in France. Agatha kept and treasured his letters. In their simplicity and certainty, they are a moving record of love in a time when death lay all around.

Archie and his colleagues were dumped at Boulogne by their transport ship on 13 August 1914 and spent the night ‘on the quai’.1 Meanwhile, two of the squadron’s pilots who’d travelled by air were killed in a crash before they’d even landed.

During August and September, Archie was constantly on the move round north-eastern France. He was part of the retreat after the British defeat at Le Cateau, which saw a casualty rate of nearly 20 per cent. The British Army eventually ground to a halt and dug itself in, and trench warfare began.

The RFC set up its headquarters at the aerodrome of Saint-Omer, inland from Calais. Archie arrived on 12 October, and by the 19th he had already been mentioned in dispatches for his bravery in enduring ‘great strain . . . almost every hour of the day and night.’2 Later his squadron moved to Hinges, a village that had to be entirely rebuilt after the war because of the damage it suffered.

Archie’s commander was the forceful and grumpy Hugh Trenchard, the man often given credit as the father of what would become the Royal Air Force. These were desperate times. The RFC had sixty-five aeroplanes, used mainly to spy out the location of the enemy’s ground troops. They were intended to ‘lift the roof off the battlefield, allowing commanders to peer into the enemy’s intentions,’ as aviation historian Patrick Bishop puts it.3 As the war progressed, though, there were also hostile planes to deal with, as both sides became more adept at using guns in the air. The British had inferior machines and training, and were losing four times as many planes as the Germans. Pilots arrived in France with fewer and fewer hours of experience. One newcomer to Archie’s base was asked how much time he’d logged.

 

‘Fourteen hours.’

‘Fourteen! It’s absolutely disgraceful to send pilots overseas with so little flying. You don’t stand a chance . . . Another fifty hours and you might be quite decent; but fourteen! My God, it’s murder!’4

 

Archie’s job included tasks like arranging for a signalling lamp to be tested to see if it was suitable for him to order for his pilots.5 And his efforts to keep his pilots aloft in their unreliable planes were rated highly by his colleagues. By November, he’d been promoted to temporary captain.

By December 1914, it was a different young man who went on leave to London to meet his fiancée. In one 1920s Christie mystery, the murder weapon is a paperknife fashioned from the wires of an aircraft wing, a souvenir brought home by a pilot. It sounds like a detail plucked from life, something Archie might have given Agatha.6 Even bringing gifts, though, she found him uncommunicative, and was hurt by his ‘flippancy – almost gaiety’. He gave her a thoughtless Christmas present of a dressing case. She hated it. It was off-key, too frivolous, too expensive. The engagement seemed to be cancelled. RFC ethos was that officers shouldn’t marry. ‘You stop one, you’ve had it,’ Archie would say, ‘and you’ve left behind a young widow, perhaps a child coming – it’s selfish and wrong.’

Archie’s diary of his first leave tells us blandly that it began on 21 December, and continued ‘24th to Bristol later Torquay. 26th Back to London. 30th Went to 1st Wing Headquarters.’7

But this dry record conceals an utter bombshell. On the evening of 23 December, having taken Agatha to stay with his mother in Bristol, Archie changed his mind. He insisted that they must marry. At once.

Tired, confused, Agatha fell in with his desires. As she put it in a piece of autobiographical fiction: ‘lots of girls were doing it – flinging up everything, marrying the man they cared for . . . behind it lay that awful secret fear that you never took out and looked at properly. The nearest you got to it was saying defiantly: “And no matter what happens, we’ll have had something.” ’8

No bureaucratic obstacle was too great for Archie, that able administrator, to overcome. Christmas Eve must be his wedding day. So off they went to hustle for a licence. The local registry office informed them that either an expensive special licence or fourteen days’ notice were required, fourteen days that Archie did not have. Time was ticking away.

Only when a different and more helpful registrar came back from his elevenses was a solution found. Archie might be said to live at his stepfather’s address in Bristol – ‘you keep some of your effects here, don’t you?’ – meaning that the wedding could go ahead that same afternoon. In 1915, it would be officially confirmed that soldiers could marry from a parent’s address, and also that a woman could register notice of a marriage by herself if her fiancé was overseas. This would make it easier and less expensive for the many soldiers who wanted a quick wedding during leave.9

The vicar was available at the Emmanuel Church, Bristol, and so Agatha Mary Clarissa Miller (24) made a hasty wartime marriage to Archibald Christie (25). ‘No bride could have taken less trouble about her appearance,’ she wrote, ‘I wore an ordinary coat and skirt.’ She hadn’t even had time to wash her hands.

Archie’s mother greeted the news with hysterics and a retreat to a darkened room. Feeling unwelcome in Bristol, the newly-weds travelled that night to Torquay, getting to the Grand Hotel at midnight, and spent Christmas Day with Clara. But Agatha’s family too were disappointed by the secrecy and the speed.

‘Everybody we were most fond of was annoyed with us,’ wrote Agatha. ‘I felt this but don’t think Archie did.’ There was just one thing on Archie’s mind: he got out and proffered, once again, the dressing case. And this time it was received with graceful thanks. This business of the unwanted dressing case would come to stand for the balance of power within their marriage. He was the one to take the initiative, she was the one to accept.

But that is to skip ahead. As she settled into it, Agatha’s new life as a married woman was delightful, blissful, companionate in the modern style. It was marred only by her husband’s impending return to war. At the New Year she wrote a verse called ‘The A.A. Alphabet for 1915,’ a play on their initials:

 

A is for Angel, by nature (?) and name

And also for Archibald, spouse of the same.10

 

She was weaving Archie into the playful, creative world of the ‘Queer Women’. The poem tells the story of an enjoyable country walk. But seeded throughout are references to boots for the trenches, the ‘Huns’, Archie’s stores of spare wings in France and a part of their route that looked like no-man’s-land. It was her usual trick of making difficult things fun.

And did Archie reciprocate this arch and playful way of love? He certainly tried. A note survives from July 1916, sent from his depot in France, and scribbled in pencil on a scrap of paper with a red secret stamp. It’s poignant to imagine him turning away from his order book to think instead of the unusual, ardent young woman, loving him so much from so far away, and trying to raise himself to her level.

‘A kindly and affectionate disposition,’ he began, in a jokey summary of her character,

 

fond of animals except worms and cockchafers; fond of human beings except husbands (on principle). Normally lazy but can develop and maintain great energy. Sound in limb and eye, wind not good up hill. Full of intelligence and artistic taste. Unconventional and inquisitive. Face good especially hair; figure good and skin excellent. Can wheedle well. Wild but if once captured would make a loving and affectionate wife.11

 

Archie sees so much of Agatha’s true self here. But it’s telling that his ‘character’ was still addressed to ‘Miss A.M.C. Miller’, as if she remained unmarried. ‘Wild,’ not ‘captured’. They were both aware their marriage was not a real, solid thing. How could it be? It had been a succession of passionate encounters, keeping them in a suspended state, keeping them from maturity.

What isn’t in doubt, though, was their sexual compatibility. Girls like Agatha were kept in a state of ignorance about sex.12 Agatha did know of a girl who was made pregnant by another girl’s father, but generally her kind were sheltered.

Which makes it all the more unusual that Agatha herself, lifelong, was generally so comfortable with the idea of sexual pleasure. It was never a source of shame or guilt. ‘Passion can be taken for granted,’ she says, discussing a good marriage, whereas tenderness and respect are rarer flowers, the more in need of nurture. A thought given later to Jane Marple may also illustrate Agatha’s attitude. ‘ “Sex” as a word had not been much mentioned in Miss Marple’s younger days,’ she tells us, ‘but there had been plenty of it – not talked about so much – but enjoyed far more.’13

The sense of shame attached to sex by the more conventional members of Agatha’s generation began to diminish a little from 1918 onward with the publication of Married Love, by Marie Stopes. Stopes argued that sex (albeit within marriage) was natural and even enjoyable. Her own marriage had broken down when she and her husband found consummation impossible, and Stopes’s lifelong journey to educate people about sex began. She found it extremely hard to locate a publisher. ‘There are few enough men for girls to marry,’ explained one who turned it down, ‘and I think this would frighten off the few.’14

Stopes wanted women to enjoy sex, but her most important lesson was that men should be gentle. If a man ‘plays the part of a tender wooer,’ Stopes explains, ‘a woman can generally be stirred so fundamentally as to give a passionate return.’15 And it seems that Archie led, and Agatha willingly followed. ‘You were really rather a dear last year,’ he wrote in a first-anniversary letter, ‘in trusting yourself boldly to me.’16

But Stopes has also left a darker legacy. Her preferred method of contraception was a sponge soaked in olive oil, and she believed that birth control was important for improving the ‘purity’ of the race. It was better for families tainted by syphilis or insanity not to reproduce. So contraception also had chilling overtones, and eugenics was becoming an obsession in British society. These concerns about the hereditary nature of illness would lie heavy on Archie and Agatha’s shoulders, with so-called insanity in both their families.

Over the next three and a half years, Mr and Mrs Christie would only be together for the briefest of leaves. When they were finally able to cohabit, late in 1918, Agatha was pregnant within two months. The timing makes it seem likely that – either through olive oil or abstinence – they carefully avoided a pregnancy while the conflict kept them apart. ‘Blast the war which keeps me here,’ Archie complained from France.17

After one of his leaves, Archie returned to duty tired and lonely. ‘Darling Angel,’ he began another of his flimsy scribbles, ‘the train journey was alright I lay dazed in my corner.’ He crossed the Channel in a boat accompanied by two destroyers, was picked up by a car at Boulogne and taken back to his base, feeling ‘weak as a kitten [. . .] I would have loved to have found a letter here from you tonight.’18

In 1916 he became a temporary major, with a pay rise to £700 a year, and the next year he was promoted to temporary lieutenant colonel, commanding a whole depot.19 He became responsible for punishing rule-breakers: ‘I sentenced a man to 28 days of . . . being tied to a tree and undergoing other punishment and fatigues because he refused to work.’ Even though he was behind the lines, life was still challenging: ‘I was glued to a telephone till 11 pm last night . . . I love you for yourself and I love you for your character. No one else would be the same to me.’20

This kind of language gives us a glimpse into a marriage quite different to that of Agatha’s parents. This wasn’t the love of a man for an idealised woman. No, he loved her, for herself, for her character. As Archie put it, no one else would be the same to me. This was bliss. ‘When people loved each other,’ thinks one of Agatha’s most autobiographical heroines, ‘they were happy. Unhappy marriages, and of course she knew there were many such, were because people didn’t love each other.’21

But these high standards of loving and living would also make it impossible for Agatha, if the situation ever rose, to turn a blind Victorian eye to an affair.

That eventuality, though, would never arise. Of course not.
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Enter Poirot

While Archie in France dashed off letters between telephone calls, Agatha’s life at the hospital also provided the odd quiet moment for writing.

Work in the dispensary came in rushes. Once the prescriptions were filled, Agatha simply had to sit around until the next lot came in. One day she used the time to write a poem.

‘In a Dispensary’ shows how she found inspiration in her surroundings, however humdrum they might be. This would be a gift she shared with some of the most popular writers of the twentieth century. ‘I don’t want to transcend the commonplace,’ wrote Philip Larkin. ‘I love the commonplace. Everyday things are lovely to me.’1 To Agatha even medicine bottles could contain romance:

 

And high on the wall, beneath lock and key

the powers of the Quick and the Dead!

Little low bottles of blue and green

each with a legend red

In the depths beneath their slender necks,

there is Romance, and to spare!

Oh! who shall say where Romance is?

if Romance is not here?2

 

The notebooks Agatha used to study for the Apothecaries Hall Assistants’ Exam, still surviving in her family’s care, show that in her breaks she revelled in all sorts of wordplay. ‘Archibald Christie,’ she wrote in pencil at the back of one of them, alongside her own name, before crossing out the letters in common to see how closely they matched. But flick to the front of the same book and you’ll find a list of poisons: ‘Alkaloid obtained from Belladonna . . . Hyoscine Hydro-Bromide . . . Alkaloid obtained from (Henbane).’3

When Agatha began to think about getting down to a second novel, it was obvious what her subject should be: a poisoning. This was the start of a career in toxicity. Of the sixty-six detective novels she’d write, forty-one feature a murder, attempted murder or suicide achieved through poison.4 If you read through historian Kathryn Harkup’s excellent seventeen-page table of Christie’s means of death, ‘fell off a cliff’, ‘electrocuted’ and ‘throat cut’ stand out as the exceptions among the poisonings by strychnine, arsenic, morphine and atrophine. Cyanide would become a particular favourite: Agatha would use it to bump off no fewer than eighteen characters over the course of ten novels and four short stories.5

Agatha now began to create a character who was also a lady dispenser: the young and gorgeous Cynthia, who would appear in The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1921).

Perhaps the only surprise about Agatha’s decision to write a murder mystery was the fact that it had taken so long. She’d devoured Sherlock Holmes, along with Anna Katharine Green’s classic detective novel, The Leavenworth Case, and Gaston Leroux’s The Mystery of the Yellow Room. These were stories she’d discussed with her sister, and they’d argued over whether Agatha could write something similar herself.

 

‘I don’t think you could do it,’ said Madge. ‘They are very difficult to do. I’ve thought about it.’

‘I should like to try.’

‘Well, I bet you couldn’t,’ said Madge.

There the matter rested . . . but the words had been said . . . the idea had been planted: some day I would write a detective story.6

 

By 1916, everything had come together for the creation of something surprising: a really excellent first detective novel, light as a feather, yet so well constructed it still reads addictively a century later.

Why is this book, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, so good?7 To start, Agatha is writing about a world she knew well. Her characters were family, friends and servants, living in a country house, Styles Court, where tea is served on the lawn. These were her own people. Multiple courtships are in progress, and the ‘upstairs’ characters live off unearned income.

Yet the residents of Styles have been forced to adapt to wartime life, working in the garden themselves, and (this will be an important clue) recycling paper. Captain Hastings, the book’s narrator, has been invalided home from the Front. One character works in a hospital, and the case will be solved by a Belgian refugee.

But the fictional mansion isn’t just a shadow of its former self in terms of comfort. It’s worse than that. It’s also a place that’s morally corrupt. No one is what he or she seems. The elderly woman who heads the household is a bully, the young marrieds seem intent upon adultery, and even the narrator, Hastings, is flirting when he should really have been fighting.

Although she painted it in dark colours, Agatha had created a fictional world that had much in common with her own. Even the novel’s murder speaks directly to her own family situation. The victim, Mrs Inglethorp, is a matriarch: a powerful, older woman, along the lines of Auntie-Grannie, or even Clara, to whom the book was dedicated. This is a major difference between Agatha and her most obvious role model, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Right from the start, Agatha places the lives of women centre stage.

Styles tells the story of a battle to the death between Mrs Inglethorp and her companion, Evelyn. The men of the house are a fairly hopeless lot, and the same might be said of Agatha’s own family. She’d watched her lazy father and useless brother waste the family fortune, while her mother and sister had given her stability and strength. Agatha’s books would appeal to an important market of interwar readers. In them, women could see themselves.

But Styles also shines a troubling light on the remnants of the Miller family at Ashfield. Most people, perhaps women in particular, spend their lives pretending to be something that they’re not: agreeable, biddable, conscientious. Yet the shadow side of the feminine, as Jung might have put it, was strong at Ashfield. Agatha’s fiction shows she looked at her very feminine family and saw darkness there. We can intuit that while she loved her mother, she also feared Clara’s power, and her clinginess.

At some level, Clara was holding Agatha back, preventing her from becoming an adult. Agatha was grown-up, married, experienced by her nursing in ways that Clara could not imagine. Yet here she still was, living pretty much the same life as she’d done for the previous twenty-five years.

Like Styles Court, Ashfield had become a place of stagnation. In a fictional account of her own life, Agatha describes her mother’s love with that darker filter in place: it was, she says, ‘a dangerous intensity of affection’.8

 

There were also reasons rooted in the recent history of Britain that made poisoning the perfect place for Agatha’s mystery career to begin.

Auntie-Grannie’s generation had believed there was an epidemic of poisoning in Victorian society. The nineteenth century was an age which prized domestic life more highly than ever before. Appropriately, poison was a weapon that could be wielded only within a household. It had to be administered by a doctor, a maid, a family member: someone you trusted.

The genre of detective fiction had taken off when the Industrial Revolution changed the lives of many Britons from rural to urban. Rising living standards, of course, were generally a ‘good thing’. But a respite from the battle against nature opened up space in Victorian minds to accommodate new and specifically modern fears and neuroses. A nineteenth-century person could afford to worry less than her Georgian forebear about death by famine or disease. But that left room for other, less tangible, fears.

Once, you’d have known everyone who lived in your village. As a Victorian, you were much more likely to live in a town, with a stranger next door. Once, you’d have married someone introduced to you by your parents. But what did you really know about your new husband? Or maid? Or doctor? The new genre of crime fiction took these fears out of the closet at the back of people’s minds, burnished them, and finally showed them being vanquished by that nineteenth-century invention: the fictional detective. The murderer is caught, order is restored, the uneasy can once again sleep at night.

Agatha decided that like Conan Doyle she needed a detective of her own. But she turned the idea of the well-connected and heroic Sherlock Holmes on its head.

The egg-headed Hercule Poirot with his ridiculous moustache, first introduced in Styles, was to be a new thing: a detective whom it was dangerously easy to underestimate. Agatha’s choice of Belgian as his nationality was inspired by the growing number of refugees who’d started to appear in wartime Torquay.

More than a million Belgians had recently fled from a war-torn country where, as Rupert Brooke claimed, ‘three civilians have been killed to every one soldier’. He described the people he’d seen fleeing Antwerp, their goods in perambulators, ‘two unending lines of them, the old men mostly weeping, the women with hard white drawn faces.’9 About a quarter of a million of them came to Britain.

By choosing to make Hercule Poirot a foreigner, and a refugee as well, Agatha created the perfect detective for an age when everyone was growing surfeited with soldiers and action heroes. He’s so physically unimpressive that no one expects Poirot to steal the show.

Rather like a stereotypical woman, Poirot cannot rely upon brawn to solve problems, for he has none. He has to use brains instead. ‘There is no need of physical effort,’ he explains, ‘one needs only – to think.’10 There’s even a joke in his name: Hercules, of course, is a muscular classical hero. But ‘Hercule’ Poirot has a name like himself: diminutive, fussy, camp.

And Agatha would show Poirot working in a different way to Holmes. In Sherlock’s first fictional appearance, A Study in Scarlet, the great detective lies down flat on the floor to gather up ‘a little pile of grey dust’.11 It was cigar ash, and from his encyclopaedic knowledge of the different kinds of ash made by different kinds of cigar, he could deduce which brand the murderer had been smoking.

But Agatha deliberately parodies the scene in an early appearance of Poirot’s. Unlike Holmes, he utterly refuses to lie down to examine a crime scene – the grass is damp! – and completely fails to ‘scoop up cigarette ash when I do not know one kind from the other’.12 Poirot will not stoop to ‘gather clues’. He needs only his little grey cells.

Brainy, physically awkward, and unexpectedly brilliant, Poirot is liked by many. But by readers who are themselves a bit geeky, though, he’s utterly beloved. Like Sherlock Holmes, he’s an oddball and a loner. Yet unlike Holmes, with his ennui and his drug addiction, Poirot’s completely happy with himself. He has joie de vivre. You can imagine him as an honorary member of the ‘Queer Women’.

As she allowed him to exercise his talents in his first mysterious affair, though, Agatha can have had no idea she’d be living with Poirot for the next sixty years.
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The Moorland Hotel

On her days off from the hospital, Agatha got on with her book. She’d write out each chapter in longhand before inexpertly typing it up. She used three fingers of each hand, proudly joking that ‘most amateur typists can only use two’.1

Even so, at the halfway point, she simply ran out of steam. ‘I got very tired,’ Agatha recalled, ‘and I also got cross.’

It was Clara who suggested she should take a holiday on Dartmoor, and devote herself to finishing the story. Off Agatha went, by train and then coach. She stayed for two weeks at the remote Moorland Hotel, alone but not lonely, busy with her writing. The hotel advertised itself as the ‘perfect Health Resort’.2 A solitary visit to a health resort is not a common holiday choice for a 25-year-old. But Agatha was completely comfortable: ‘the reason I began to write . . . was in order to avoid having to talk to people.’3

The grey stone hotel still stands on the edge of the moor to this day: a lovely location from which to walk across the green-bronze moorland, perhaps ascending to Haytor Rocks half an hour away. In that same year, 1916, Agatha’s mentor Eden Phillpotts dipped his pen in purple to describe the scenery: ‘the wilderness lifts up her head in peaks of granite, or rolls along in huge, hog-backed hills that swell to the sky-line.’4 But Agatha would ignore all this, writing hard each morning. During an afternoon walk, she’d plan the next scene.

And so, gradually, the story unfolded.

Agatha would later claim her success happened almost by accident. ‘I personally had no ambition,’ she wrote. But this was really the powerful code of Edwardian ladyhood talking. Her actions belie her words, and here at the Moorland Hotel we catch her taking herself seriously. Lifelong she’d go on these occasional writing binges. They were memorable, powerfully felt times for her, times during which she’d feel close to God.

Agatha would eventually settle down to a preferred novelette length of 60,000 words. Styles is not yet fine-tuned. It’s longer than her classic books, at 74,000 words, and it’s a little dense with clues.

And even the writing retreat did not quite see the work finished. The story originally ended with a denouement in court, with Poirot explaining everything from the witness box. The problem was that witnesses simply aren’t allowed to do this sort of thing. Agatha would learn, in time, to consult professionals: ‘you ask any barrister and he will tell you with tears in his eyes what you can and can’t do.’5 The ending would eventually be rewritten, on a publisher’s advice, creating the first of Agatha’s famous ‘drawing room scenes’ where all is revealed.

What were the twists of the tale that Agatha refined during her moorland tramps? In this book, I’m occasionally going to take you behind the scenes to reveal some characteristic ‘Christie tricks’.

A classic ‘Christie trick’ – and there’s a brilliant example in Styles – is the hiding of an object in plain sight. Poirot, a neat-freak, notices the objects on a mantlepiece are out of line. That’s because the murderer has hidden a key document by rolling it up into a spill for lighting a fire and has placed it, slightly clumsily, in a jar above the fireplace. This planting of a clue is doubly lovely because it’s also a nod from Agatha to the history of her genre. It was in fact borrowed from one of her own favourite detective stories: The Leavenworth Case (1878), where Anna Katharine Green’s detective discovers a vital letter ‘torn lengthwise into strips, and twisted up into lighters’. Green herself, in a kind of passing of the torch between authors over the years, was paying homage to Edgar Allan Poe’s argument ‘that the best way to hide a document is to change its appearance and then place it on full view.’6

Styles also contains another marvellous ‘Christie trick’: the ‘hidden couple’. These are two people who seem actively to dislike each other. Unbeknown to anybody, the husband of the wealthy Mrs Inglethorp, and Mrs Inglethorp’s female companion Evelyn, are in fact secretly a pair of murderous adulterers.

We fail to detect their relationship because Hastings, our narrator, through whose eyes we see them, finds them so sexually unattractive that he cannot conceive of them as sexual beings at all. He looks at tweed-wearing, hearty Evelyn with her ‘large sensible square body, with feet to match,’ and sees a person who’s barely feminine. And when it comes to Alfred Inglethorp, Evelyn’s partner in crime, Agatha double-bluffs us by making him both unattractive in appearance and furtive in behaviour. She even gives him that clear marker of dodginess in the 1910s: a beard. And we think, no, that’s too easy, the murderer can’t possibly be him.7

It’s not just Alfred and Evelyn in Styles who are pretending to be something they aren’t. Practically all the characters are keeping up a pretence of one kind or another. Agatha was very familiar with this: after all, she was pretending to be married, pretending the work in the hospital wasn’t awful. So many of her killers likewise try to pass for normal in the world of her books.

And so eventually Styles was finished, or at least, as finished as Agatha could manage. ‘It could be much better, I saw that,’ she wrote, ‘but I didn’t see just how I could make it better, so I had to leave it as it was.’

She sent her typescript to the publisher Hodder & Stoughton. But back it came with a rejection, ‘a plain refusal, with no frills on it’.

That seemed to be the end of the story. Agatha did try other publishers, equally unsuccessfully, but then events overtook her. Something occurred that was much more important than a highly speculative project done purely for pleasure.

Real life began in earnest, for Archie came back from the war.
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Enter London

In 1918, with the end of the war drawing near, Archie was posted back to London. He was to provide technical advice to what was now the Royal Air Force from the new Air Ministry in Covent Garden. He’d been mentioned in dispatches five times, and the London Gazette would shortly announce that Lieutenant Colonel Christie was to receive the Distinguished Service Order. He was coming home a hero.

In September 1918, Agatha came to London to join him. Although they’d been married for nearly four years, they’d never lived together. In practical terms, this was the start of Agatha’s life as a wife.

Their first home was a cheap flat, two rooms in a house in St John’s Wood. Five Northwick Terrace had come down in the world. Originally home to a household of thirteen, by 1918 it had been subdivided. Agatha and Archie’s flatlet, furnished rather shabbily, came complete with a Mrs Woods, who occupied the basement and who ‘did’ for the young couple.

Agatha started a course in typing and bookeeping. The Christies’ finances were precarious, and it was at least possible she might have to earn some money. But she threw herself with greater zeal into the role of the housewife.

As the Great War drew to an end, most Britons wanted to turn back the clock and return women from the workplace to their homes. But everyone was having to work out anew what these dreamed-of homes might look like.1 The Times even carried adverts for training courses in ‘household accomplishments’ for married women, like Agatha, who’d not yet had the chance to live with their husbands.2 To make Archie one of the homes ‘Fit For Heroes’ that Lloyd George had promised to the returning soldiers was now Agatha’s priority. After all, she and Archie were among the lucky ones. Thirty per cent of Archie’s generation of males had lost their lives.

And it turned out that Agatha loved being a homemaker. For a start, she had few London friends, and it filled the time. The housing shortage meant it took a lot of energy to find and decorate Northwick Terrace and their two subsequent London flats, and she spills a lot of ink about it in her autobiography. To read of her problems with lumpy beds and being diddled by the fishmonger, running a two-room flat sounds like as much work as running Ashfield. This was despite the fact she had the help not only of Mrs Woods, but also of Archie’s former batman, Bartlett.

Agatha wasn’t the only middle-class woman struggling to reconstruct the solid comforts of an Edwardian youth. One of the most attractive things about Agatha, though, is her practicality. She simply persevered at tasks until she’d mastered them. She even fantasised about becoming a parlourmaid herself: ‘I am sure I was well enough qualified.’ She would probably have found it harder than expected, as the labour really required to run a home was practically invisible to middle-class eyes. Unlike many others of her sort, though, Agatha could at least imagine the possibility. Her fantasy life as a servant would emerge in the formidable Lucy Eyelesbarrow, who combines housekeeping with detection in 4.50 from Paddington.

It’s noticeable that Agatha’s new life lacked that lynchpin of Ashfield: the live-in cook. During the war, even the well-off had had to get used to doing without, and as a result the status of cooking started to change.

In her tiny kitchenette, Agatha began to experiment with cooking herself, starting with light, luxurious dishes – cheese soufflé, for example – while Mrs Woods still produced the rest. Historian Nicola Humble explains that ‘cooking was now sold as a high-status leisure activity,’ something ‘too interesting to be left to servants, even if there were any to be had.’3 Even the famously impractical Virginia Woolf took a course of cooking lessons, during which she managed to bake her wedding ring into a suet pudding.4

The next upheaval for the Christies came with the Armistice in November. Agatha thought Londoners indulged in ‘a sort of wild orgy of pleasure: an almost brutal enjoyment’. The drinking and dancing were disorientating. Another woman, Elizabeth Plunkett, found the Armistice equally strange. ‘We seemed drained of all feeling. One felt nothing. We took up our lives again or tried to take them up . . . we sat at table and there were absent faces.’5

The disorientation increased when Archie suddenly revealed he was planning to leave his steady RAF job. He wanted instead to hunt for well-paid employment in the City. But he’d said nothing until he’d made up his mind, and the unexpected announcement left Agatha dumbfounded. Just as Archie had pursued her relentlessly after that first dance, here he was again revealing his decisive, almost ruthless, manner of living.

Many City firms were keen to help demobilised young officers, and Archie soon found a job. It was at a financial services company called the Imperial and Foreign Investment Corporation. His boss was Jewish, and both Agatha and Archie referred to him according to the nasty 1920s British convention as ‘fat’ and ‘yellow.’ Mr ‘Goldstein’, as Agatha called him, not having bothered to learn his real name, paid generously.

The Christies’ annual income included Archie’s army pension of £50, £50 from his personal investments, Agatha’s inheritance of £100, and now Archie’s salary of £500. £700 a year was twice the sum earned by a senior railway clerk, or a middle-aged civil servant. Even so, the young couple felt hard up. Everyone did: clothing, for example, was three times more expensive in 1920 than it had been in 1914.6

George Orwell, writing about 1920s Britain, considered that £1,000 a year was the amount you needed to live like a ‘gentleman’. On the other hand, to live with aspirations to gentility on £400 a year:

was a queer business, for it meant that your gentility was almost purely theoretical. You lived, so to speak, at two levels simultaneously. Theoretically you knew all about servants and how to tip them, although in practice you had one, at most, two resident servants. Theoretically you knew how to wear your clothes and how to order a dinner, although in practice you could never afford to go to a decent tailor or a decent restaurant.7

 

Agatha and Archie were only just above this ‘queer’ level in society, which forced them to become adept at keeping up appearances. When Agatha’s characters were to do this in her fiction, she could use personal knowledge to describe it.

In December 1918 came an election, the first in which some selected women were allowed to vote. It’s often believed this was a thank-you for the work women had done during the war. But even war workers like Agatha were still excluded from the franchise. She didn’t meet the criteria for eligibility: she wasn’t over thirty, she wasn’t a householder, nor a university graduate. And in fact, widening the franchise had nothing to do with gratitude. Instead, as historian Janet Howarth explains, it was a response to an expansion in the definition of citizenship. If women had contributed to the war effort, then they must be citizens. Citizenship, rather than manhood, was beginning to be taken as the basis for the vote.8 But not too many women could be admitted to citizenship at once, or else – horrors! – they would outnumber men among the electorate.

The result of this, then, was that Agatha didn’t seem to be a full citizen, and that formal politics and politicians didn’t have much to offer her. Women like her were overlooked by a Labour Party that was really only interested in working males. Even the Conservatives would have more female MPs.9 All this helps explain why Agatha would remain disengaged from politics, lifelong, although the Conservatives would be her natural political party.

But life in London must have been exciting. Archie and Agatha were to be companions, as well as spouses. They wanted travel and leisure. They expected children, but didn’t think them vital. ‘Married life to them was a game,’ as Agatha says of another young couple in an autobiographical novel, ‘they played at it enthusiastically.’10

The 1920s were just round the corner. Yet the thing that’s often missing from our popular image of a decade of fun is the shadow left by the war. The twenties would witness, for example, a huge rise in the number of people committing suicide. Meanwhile – and Agatha would often write about this – other people were giving up on the Church and turning to spiritualism to contact loved ones lost between 1914 and 1918.11

If the war was over, surely the Christies should be having a good time? Sometimes it seemed surprisingly difficult. Even as Agatha did her best at cooking, Archie rejected her efforts, finding the meat ‘uninteresting’, the soufflés indigestible. Stress acted upon his stomach. He suffered from ‘nervous dyspepsia’, or indigestion without an obvious cause, and Agatha explains that on many evenings he was ‘unable to eat anything at all’. ‘Slightly lonely,’ was how she described her new life.

Yet the valiant tone of her autobiography shows Agatha trying hard to be happy. And soon there was another reason for the Christie marriage to be considered a roaring success.
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Enter Rosalind

The Christies were visiting Clara in Torquay when Agatha was laid low with ‘tummy sickness’. It took her a while to work out what this meant, but she was thrilled when she realised she was pregnant.

Agatha had always wanted children; her dearest wish was to be ‘surrounded by babies’.1 It was her destiny, she thought, as did Poirot: ‘to marry and have children, that is the common lot of women. Only one woman in a hundred – more, in a thousand, can make for herself a name and a position.’2

But Agatha was unprepared for the morning sickness that persisted for the whole of her pregnancy. She was frightened by the coming ordeal, and knew she might possibly die. This was a time when most people still had personal knowledge of a mother who hadn’t survived childbirth.

Archie’s reaction was conflicted too. Agatha described him as ‘unexpectedly kind’, for she knew he found it hard to cope with illness. When the time came, Agatha retreated to Ashfield to give birth with the help of a professional nurse, and, of course, of Clara.

In Agatha’s most autobiographical novel, the heroine’s strongest feelings remain, even after marriage, for her mother. She’s happiest on visits to her childhood home. She

 

loved that feeling of stepping back into her old life. To feel that happy tide of reassurance sweeping over her – the feeling of being loved – of being adequate.3

Archie came to Ashfield as well, but Clara and the professional nurse had taken control of all the arrangements. When her daughter Rosalind was finally born, on 5 August 1919, Agatha’s first reaction was not so much conventional joy, as relief: ‘I don’t feel sick any more. How wonderful!’

Right from the start, Agatha thought of Rosalind not so much as an extension of herself, but as a separate person. The new baby was, to her, already a personality: ‘both gay and determined’. Rather than seeing her child as the most important thing in the world, as Clara saw Agatha, Agatha was different. She observed her daughter, respectfully, from a distance. And she’d never see motherhood itself through conventional eyes.

Auntie-Grannie wasn’t there to witness the birth, for she’d died just three months before. And this year of change would be completed by the death in December of Agatha’s maternal grandmother Polly as well. The older generation faded as the new one arrived, leaving Clara as the pin holding the family together; Clara, upon whom Agatha could depend. Strikingly soon after the birth, Agatha left Ashfield, leaving her baby with her mother. The nurse was kept on for two extra weeks so Agatha could go to London.

From the perspective of today’s attachment parenting, this decision, to leave a days-old baby, seems odd. From a contemporary perspective, it was much more normal. But both Agatha and Archie were daunted by their new role as parents, ‘a little timid, rather nervous, like two children who were not sure they were wanted.’

Agatha doesn’t say much about Rosalind’s birth in her autobiography, devoting many more words to the hiring of her nurse. But in her autobiographical novel, she describes the heroine’s difficulties in coming to terms with her new role. She ‘was now definitely playing the part of the Young Mother. But she did not feel at all like a wife or a mother. She felt like a little girl come home after an exciting but tiring party.’4

In her fiction, Agatha would even delve into the possibilities of mothers who resent, dislike or damage their offspring. ‘Lots of mothers don’t like their children,’ she’d write in The Moving Finger.5 It’s not at all that Agatha herself disliked kids. She just didn’t feel obliged to treat them in the syrupy terms society preferred. When a musician Agatha knew gave up playing to prioritise motherhood, saying ‘I do not mind – I find a baby more interesting,’ Agatha found it ‘extraordinary’.6

Her purpose in returning so soon to London was to look for a bigger flat, a live-in nurse and a housemaid. Archie’s salary would not stretch to the regular purchase of new clothes, but even so they thought they needed these two staff members, ‘essentials of life in those days’.

The new flat in which they eventually settled with Rosalind was in Addison Mansions, a giant red-brick block of six storeys, built in the 1880s near the Olympia exhibition halls. Agatha chose the furniture from Heal’s. Archie was out at work, and with Lucy the maid and Jessie the nurse, the household was complete. ‘We never had such a happy time,’ Agatha wrote.

But it was also a time of shifting power relationships. Agatha enjoyed the autonomy Archie gave her over their home, but she now had to learn to manage staff. She was rejected as an employer by various nannies who were used to more lavish households. Even Miss Marple has a way of speaking that makes liberals uncomfortable: ‘the accustomed tone of command of somebody whose business it was to give orders’.7 Agatha’s generation were growing less able to summon up that forceful voice.

And so we come onto the vexed question of what domestic service would mean in Agatha’s life, and in her novels. The answer is that in the 1920s she, and her peers, were working it out. Nobody really knew what a servant was any more: the status had become ambivalent. ‘Dear old Dorcas!’ thinks the unobservant Hastings, in The Mysterious Affair at Styles. ‘What a fine specimen she was of the old-fashioned servant that is so fast dying out.’ This is often quoted as an example of class blindness. But then, of course, Agatha’s characters are not always mouthpieces for her own views. Hastings does not really ‘see’ Dorcas, and Agatha is deliberately obscuring her by showing her only through Hastings’ limited vision.

Yet this excuse doesn’t hold in Agatha’s own autobiography, where her employees are treated as music-hall turns, their irritating quirks laid out for the reader’s entertainment. It was all too easy for employers to slip into a sense of martyrdom. One article of 1920 set out their complaints: ‘unwilling service, ill performed, higher wages demanded than can be paid, principles of cleanliness and orderliness violated, appearances having to be kept up and rigid rules adhered to for fear “the girl will give notice”. It is tyranny.’8 Agatha was completely typical in her middle-class anxieties about domestic staff. It jars today, but these were vital concerns to women like her.

When Archie came in from work, he was at first happy to spend the evening with his daughter and wife. But he was used to the excitement and camaraderie of military service. Gradually he grew hungry for life outside the home, and started spending his weekends playing golf. Men like Archie, in Siegfried Sassoon’s words, were ‘everlastingly differentiated from everyone except his fellow soldiers’.9 A journalist tried to sum up this generation in 1920, describing how ‘something was wrong . . . something had altered in them. They were subject to queer moods, queer temper, fits of profound depression alternating with a restless desire for pleasure.’10

Archie ‘never mentioned the war,’ Agatha tells us, ‘his one idea in those days was to forget such things.’ ‘Unemotional’ was how she described him, accepting everything ‘without surprise’. Archie’s fictional counterpart, Dermot, in her most autobiographical novel, was like this too: ‘when he did break through his reserve and say something,’ his wife ‘treasured it up as something to remember. It was so obviously difficult for him.’11

‘There was no reason,’ wrote Agatha, ‘why we shouldn’t live happily ever after’ at Addison Mansions. But there was a reason – a large reason – sitting right there in her drawing room.

‘I rather wish,’ said Archie, ‘I could make a change.’
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The British Mission

Change was indeed coming, in a surprising way.

Shortly after Rosalind’s birth in 1919, around her twenty-ninth birthday, Agatha received a letter. To her astonishment, it was from the eminent publisher, John Lane, inviting her to call upon him in his office.

Agatha had given up hope of becoming a novelist. She’d practically forgotten about Styles after it had been rejected by no fewer than six publishers. Her life had changed, its path narrowing to that of a wife and mother. She accepted it. She’d never make a heroine; she’d never be the Lady Agatha of her childhood fantasy. For one thing, she was getting older. ‘Make the heroine a little younger,’ Eden Phillpotts had advised her. ‘Thirty-one is rather too old – don’t you think?’1

But now this unexpected invitation to adventure arrived in the post. Surely Mr Lane wouldn’t have asked her to his office only to reject her? Full of excitement, Agatha set off to find out.

Born, like Agatha, in Devon, Lane was now sixty-five. As he sat waiting for her in his cluttered office, he looked ‘like an old-fashioned Sea Captain, with his small grey beard and twinkling blue eyes’.2 Lane had a nose for fresh, cheap, eye-catching writers. They’d helped him build up his publishing business, The Bodley Head.3

‘Agatha,’ Lane mused about this potential new author, ‘is an unusual name which remains in people’s memories.’ And he knew that when it came to Mrs Christie’s work he was in a strong position. He’d commissioned some expert readers to review the manuscript. Styles would ‘very likely sell,’ read one of them, ‘the story holds the reader.’ A second reader thought that although the author’s gender had not been revealed, something about the writing ‘makes me suspect the hand of a woman’.4 Both readers agreed, though, that the trial scene at the end was implausible and needed revision.

John Lane shrewdly noted both this and Agatha’s inexperience, and decided to milk the situation to his advantage. Sitting her down, he gave Agatha a talking-to about the necessary rewriting, and how little money he was likely to make on a novice.

But his negotiating tactics weren’t needed. Agatha was thrilled. By the time he whisked a contract out of his desk, she didn’t even read it with the care it deserved: ‘he would publish my book . . . I would have signed anything.’

She was embarking in an amateurish way upon what would turn out to be a career. As one of what Virginia Woolf described as ‘the daughters of educated men’, Agatha belonged to the group in society least expected to have to think about money. Signing this contract would take her into a more rackety world. She was the only one, for example, of the main four writers of the Golden Age of Detective Fiction – Dorothy L. Sayers, Margery Allingham and Ngaio Marsh being the others – to give birth to a child within wedlock. Agatha took this first step enthusiastically, but blindly, not realising where it would lead.

An agent, had she had one, would have advised Agatha against signing. Lane’s contract committed the inexperienced author to stingy royalties. Flatteringly, he was already talking about her next book. But he was also quietly locking her into a restrictive five-book deal.

Even so, Archie took Agatha out to celebrate at the Hammersmith Palais, a venue that could take 6,000 dancers. No drinks stronger than tea were served, but life was intoxicating. Agatha was to be published. And when Styles came out, it was a significant success.

In the meantime, Agatha got to work on a follow-up.5 It was clear that with this first taste of accomplishment, Addison Mansions now contained two people who were no longer quite as content with life as they had been. In another book of the 1920s Agatha would describe the dreary women who talked for hours of nothing but ‘themselves and their children and of the difficulties of getting good milk . . . they were stupid.’6 She, meanwhile, was enjoying her work. In a newspaper interview, she made her priorities clear. ‘Even my little two-year-old daughter does not deter me,’ she said, from her pursuit of crime. ‘When once you adopt crime it’s difficult to give it up, I know I can never do so.’7

That interview, playing down her role as a mother, and playing up her role as an author, was significant. As was the fact that she was being interviewed: she was becoming a public figure. The 1920s saw the creation of something like a modern celebrity culture, with people looking for distraction in commercial fiction and newspaper articles about famous people.8 Agatha was entering into a pact with the press that would turn out to be both wonderful and terrible.

Archie was proud of his clever wife, keen on the money she was beginning to earn. But one cannot help suspecting that Agatha’s unexpected success unsettled him even further. And then he was offered an extraordinary chance to get out of the rut.

A massive exhibition was being planned, to take place at Wembley in 1924, to promote trade and showcase the products of the British Empire. As the British began to think about withdrawing from the administrative rule of places like India, they were looking for new ways – like this one – to keep the Empire alive. The manager of the project was a teacher from Archie’s school, one Major Ernest Belcher. He was going to lead a mission round the world to drum up support for the exhibition, and invited Archie to go with him as his financial officer.

Major Belcher, unmarried, egocentric, some twenty years older than Archie and Agatha, was a slightly comedic figure. During the war he’d occupied the position of controller of the nation’s potato supply. Agatha was snide about his achievements. ‘We never had them,’ she said, of potatoes, ‘whether the shortage was entirely due
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