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Dedication
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To Tali, who grew up with Inspector Lestrade; 

thank you, with all my love, for your patience! 
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‘THIS IS LESTRADE THE intelligent, the intuitive bright light of law and order in a wicked Victorian world.’

Punch

‘A wickedly funny treat.’

Stephen Walsh, Oxford Times

‘... M.J. Trow proves emphatically that crime and comedy can mix.’

Val McDermid Manchester Evening News

‘Good enough to make a grown man weep.’

Yorkshire Post

‘Splendidly shaken cocktail of Victorian fact and fiction ... Witty, literate and great fun.’

Marcel Berlins, The Times

‘One of the funniest in a very funny series ... lovely lunacy.’

Mike Ripley, Daily Telegraph

‘High-spirited period rag with the Yard’s despised flatfoot wiping the great Sherlock’s eye ...’

Christopher Wordsworth, Observer

‘Barrowloads of nineteenth century history ... If you like your humour chirpy, you’ll find this sings.’

H.R.F Keating, Daily Telegraph

‘Richly humorous, Lestrade has quickly become one of fiction’s favourite detectives.’

Yorkshire Evening Post

‘No one, no one at all, writes like Trow.’

Yorkshire Post
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From Police Constable to Political Correctness

––––––––
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I

n 1891, the year in which The Adventures of Inspector Lestrade is set, Thomas Hardy had his Tess of the d’Urbervilles published in serial form by The Graphic, one of the country’s leading magazines. The editor was not happy with certain scenes which he felt would upset Hardy’s genteel readership. In one instance, when Angel Clare has to carry Tess over a minor flood, Hardy had to write in a handy wheelbarrow so that Tess and Angel had no bodily contact. When it came to Tess’s seduction by the dastardly Alec d’Urberville, the pair go into a wood and a series of dots follows ...

Even with all this whitewash, reviews of the revised version were mixed and it was many years before some of the Grundyisms* were restored to their original glory and Tess of the D’Urbervilles was established as another masterpiece of one of Britain’s greatest writers.

In the Lestrade series, I hope I have not offended anyone, but the job of an historical novelist – and of an historian – is to try to portray an accurate impression of the time, not some politically correct Utopian idyll which is not only fake news, but which bores the pants off the reader. Politicians routinely apologize for the past – historical novelists don’t. We have different views from the Victorians, who in turn had different views from the Jacobeans, who in turn ... you get the point. When the eighteenth-century playwright/actor Colley Cibber rewrote Shakespeare – for example, giving King Lear a happy ending! – no doubt he thought he was doing the right thing. He wasn’t.

That said, I don’t think that a reader today will find much that is offensive in the Lestrade series. So, read on and enjoy.

*From Mrs Grundy, a priggish character in Thomas Morton’s play Speed the Plough, 1798.
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C

oca-Cola began life as a painkiller, developed by John Pemberton, a Confederate colonel, who became a morphine addict after suffering wounds in the civil war. He registered his French Wine Coca nerve tonic in 1885. It could, he claimed, cure morphine addiction, nervous disorders various, headaches, indigestion and impotence. It did not become popular in Britain until after the Second World War but technically, it was available by the time Sholto Lestrade was an Inspector.

Nevil Maskelyne was born nine years after Lestrade, the son of a stage magician and became the most famous prestidigitator of his generation.

SPOILER ALERT; Lestrade never met Maskelyne and he never knowingly drank Coca-Cola. His old oppo, Fred Wensley did (see The Kiss of Horus) but Lestrade understood it was something to sprinkle on fish and chips. Even so ...

... Back in the mists of time – 1983 to be exact – my good lady wife (a voracious reader, Gentle Reader) said, ‘I have nothing to read.’ At the time, the BBC was showing (again!) the Basil Rathbone Sherlock Holmes films. Basil was far and away the best Sherlock we’ve had, but I found the whole premise preposterous. He would say things like, ‘There’s an East Wind blowing, Watson,’ (quoting, I fear, Arthur Conan Doyle) and Watson, played by Nigel Bruce, would mutter something incomprehensible and look confused. Immediately I realized that someone like Holmes – irascible, egocentric and a junkie – would not tolerate Watson’s imbecility for a moment. Into this scenario stumbled a tall actor – whose name I can rarely remember but on looking on IMDb I discover is Dennis Hoey – playing Inspector Lestrade. He would take off his regulation bowler and beg Holmes for his help. ‘We’re so useless down at the Yard, Mr ’Olmes, that we’ve come to pick your gargantuan brain to ’elp us with our henquiries’ – or words to that effect. I found this ludicrous, so I turned the tables. In the book that I wrote for my wife (The Adventures of Inspector Lestrade originally called 1891) Lestrade is the crime-solver, albeit accident-prone, a little gauche and not always precisely right in his deductions – and Holmes and Watson are merely annoying amateurs who sometimes get in Lestrade’s way.

My wife lovingly typed out the ms – I wrote longhand and I am still doing so today – and we sent it to publishers various. ‘Alas,’ said one rejection slip, ‘only a 7½% solution, I fear’ (again quoting Conan Doyle) and it turned me down. I had no agent and not much clue in those days – in fact (don’t hate me!) I didn’t even know who the murderer was until halfway through the book. But, on the seventh try, I struck lucky and Hilary Hale (nee Watson – no relation) of Macmillan agreed to publish if I got my history right.

As an historian, I was seething, so I rang up and complained.

‘You’ve got Baden Powell in the book,’ Hilary said.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Is that a problem?’

‘For the whole of 1891, Baden Powell was in Malta. You’ve got him in Ireland.’

Realization dawned. The electric light bulb moment. Even in fiction, if it’s historical fiction, you’ve got to get your facts right. So I altered it and the rest is history.

Even so, I cheat. Historical fiction is immensely popular today but it is actually quite difficult to write. Having William the Conqueror saying, ‘Hi y’all,’ wouldn’t impress anybody. Alternatively, neither would the eleventh century Norman French he would actually have spoken. A writer has to find a middle way and I hope, with the Lestrade series, I have.  ‘“Thanks, Sue,” he said’ is a pretty conventional line in any novel at any time, but actually it is a quotation from Thomas Hardy (Jude the Obscure) in 1894. Throughout the series, I used phrases that were current as I wrote. So Sherlock Holmes himself was prone to say ‘Have a nice day’ when those ghastly words were on the lips of every supermarket checkout person in the land. All Lestrade’s rookies have the names of retail outlets still going for years after his time – Dickens and Jones, Bang and Olufsen, Bourne and Hollingsworth, even Guest, Keen and Nettlefold. I deliberately tease my readers with people and situations that could be real, but actually aren’t, or are taken from a different time. For instance, most of the hauntings at Borley Rectory (qv) happened well after Lestrade’s time, but I place them in 1886 (in The Sign of Nine). Likewise, Dr Margaret Murray’s work on witchcraft was written years after she appears in a Lestrade story (The Brother of Death). There is no evidence that the IRA leader Michael Collins (qv) had access to vast funds of the type referred to in The Magpie; and still less that the Grand Duchess Anastasia escaped to England after the slaughter of her family. In fact, au contraire, as Goron of the Sureté would have said, since I wrote that book, remains believed to be hers have been found in the Koptiaki woods near Ekaterinburg in the Urals.

Several people have asked me where the name of the East End ganglord Chubb Rupasobly came from. Wearing my other hat as a military historian, I wrote a book some years ago called The Pocket Hercules about William Morris who led the 17th Lancers at Balaclava. I obtained copies of letters written from the Crimea which had been deciphered by the secretary of one of Morris’s descendants. Wrestling with Victorian handwriting (going in two directions to save paper on campaign) is not easy and the best the brave lady could do with one signature was ‘Chubb Rupasobly’. Actually, it was Morris’s brother officer, John Reynolds! 

And sometimes, I just plain get it wrong. For The Dead Man’s Hand I spent three hours in the London Transport Museum in Covent Garden, learning how to drive a virtual 1890s Tube train. I bought several books (in those pre-Internet days) and thoroughly – as I thought – immersed myself in the railwayana of the time. But – be warned, Gentle Writer – there is always someone out there who knows more than you do. I wrote the book, had it published and, months later, received a ‘fan’ letter. 

‘Dear Mr Trow,


‘I thoroughly enjoyed Lestrade and the Dead Man’s Hand, but you do realise that in 1895, there was no 9.38 from Penge.’



The following presents the chronological story of Lestrade’s life. It is not actually in the order in which the books were written.
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❖ The Sawdust Ring ❖
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1879

––––––––
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‘In the circus, nothing is what it seems ...’

W

alk up! Walk up! This way for the greatest show on earth! It is 1879. Disraeli is at Number Ten. The Zulu are being perfectly beastly to Lord Chelmsford. And Captain Boycott is having his old trouble again.

What has this to do with the young Detective-Sergeant Sholto Lestrade? Absolutely nothing. Or has it? He has his work cut out investigating mysterious goings-on at ‘Lord’ George Sanger’s Circus. First, the best juggler in Europe is shot in full view of a thousand people. Then Huge Hughie, the dwarf, dies an agonizing death under the Ether Trick. Finally, the Great Bolus dies by swallowing the wrong sword. And all of this after two bodies have been found with multiple slashes ...

And what is the link with Mr Howard Vincent, founder of the CID? And has the Prince Imperial really been caught by the Impis? A trail of murder is laid among the llama droppings as the World’s Second Greatest Detective goes undercover to solve the Case of the Sawdust Ring.

‘Good roads, good times and merry tenting’ - The Victorian Circus

T

he circus began as a fixed entertainment in ancient Rome. Major cities had their own circuses – the Circus Maximus in Rome itself was the best known – which were horse-racing and charioteering circuits that commanded the sort of money, relatively, that F1 does today.

London’s largest theatres in the eighteenth century had circus acts, especially clowns, bareback horse riding and high-wire trapeze acts. That was fine for the London crowds, but the provinces had nothing similar, so a handful of men took to the roads to bring entertainment to the people. It could be a make or break experience financially. Abraham Saunders and Pablo Fanque died broke; George Sanger became a millionaire.

Philip Astley was the first circus impresario, travelling to Dublin in 1773 and performing in an open-air ring. The system was called tenting and it drew crowds from all classes who queued up just to watch the heavy, horse-drawn wagons rumble past. Long before animal rights became an issue, the Victorians were fascinated to see elephants, lions, tigers, sealions and other menagerie performing ‘before their very eyes’. The parade was an integral part of all this with gilded carriages, plumed horses and bespangled acrobats.

Military bands blasted the circus’s arrival and the lions in their cages roared on cue. Pauline de Vere, the lion queen of Bostock’s, often dressed up as Britannia with her favourite lion, Nero, at her feet, together with a lamb – the Victorians were heavily into their Biblical and classical imagery.

‘Walk up! Walk up!’ the clown on stilts roared as he welcomed the punters – ‘Roll up!’ came much later. The smaller circuses performed in the open air with a rope around the stage. The larger ones had huge tents – the big top rose like a giant mushroom with yards of canvas and miles of rope. Strongmen, tent-hands, clowns, everybody heaved that tent into position and anchored it with pegs and guy ropes. For even[image: image]ing shows, candles and flares lit the way and the ring itself. George Sanger was the first impresario in the world to exhibit on three stages, later immortalised by Barnum and Bailey and the Ringling Brothers.

Aerial acrobatics were hugely popular. Often performing without a safety net, men and women in tights and spangles swung through the air – the daring young man on the flying trapeze was not just a Music Hall song. Leotard was gyrating at London’s Alhambra Theatre by 1861, giving his name to a vest. Blondin was walking British tightropes long before he crossed the Niagara Falls.

Science came to the aid of the performers.  Volta electrified himself and lit gas jets with his fingertips. He also set fire to handkerchiefs, often donated by his audience. Miss Victorina swallowed a light bulb that shone through her flesh. Sword-swallowers were slightly old hat until a member of her troupe developed a routine of bayonet swallowing, while said bayonet was fixed to a loaded rifle.

The high tension of these moments was broken by the antics of clowns. Long before we invented coulrophobia – fear of clowns – people loved them. It was mime and slapstick, developed from the Comedia del Arte of the seventeenth century. Grimaldi was the stereotype, in his harlequin costume, taunting the audience and throwing buckets of confetti at them. The two best known were Thomas Lawrence and James Frowde, who began as performers associated with other acts, e.g. ‘clown to the rope’, ‘clown to the horse’ and so on.

But it was the animal acts that people paid to see. The Victorians were gushingly sentimental, especially when it came to children, deathbed scenes and animals. It is no accident that the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was set up in 1824 (under, as the name implies, royal patronage) whereas the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (note, no royalty) did not see the light of day until sixty years later. For a pet-loving nation, the British were perfectly happy to pay good money to see lions, tigers, elephants, sealions, horses and other beasts performing to the whims of their trainers. This is because they had no idea how barbaric the training and conditions were and because they took horses, in particular, for granted as everyday objects. Elephants did ‘handstands’ on champagne bottles; bareback equestrians somersaulted from horse to horse; every other nag could say ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ and count to ten long before Roy Rogers’ Trigger got in on the act in the 1950s. Bears made great dancers. So did lions, especially when the Lion King, Isaac Van Ambrugh, had a go at them. Ambrugh was making £300 a week at Astley’s in 1838, and so impressed polite society that the great artist, Edwin Landseer, painted him snoozing in a cage with his big cats. He regularly put his arm or head inside a lion’s mouth (as you do) to the delighted horror of the crowd.

Not everybody loved the circus. Sabbatarians opposed it because shows were held on Sundays; and a small, but increasingly vocal, group of what today would be called animal activists, referred to the circus as ‘travelling death’. Ambrugh routinely starved his lions to make them more ferocious and beat them with iron bars.

The aspect of the Victorian circus which we would find the most repellent were the freaks. People with physical abnormalities or bizarre skills appeared in fixed shows called the penny gaffes in many British towns. Others travelled the roads. By the 1890s some of them were earning up to £20 a week. Glib showmen with all the patter revealed, for a price and beyond arm’s length, the living mermaid, Siamese twins, midgets, giants and bearded ladies. Princess Lottie was twenty inches tall and weighed nine pounds. Prince Midge was half an inch taller and a pound heavier. Miss Rosina had no hands but crocheted superbly with her feet and painted with the brush in her mouth. Babil, the Giant Amazon stood nine feet tall in her plumed headdress. Every exhibit had an exotic story, designed to tug at the heartstrings rather than to repel. The Victorians loved it all. Today, all we have is Britain’s Got Talent – it just isn’t quite the same.

‘Lord’ George Sanger

––––––––
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S

anger had no actual title, but there is no doubt that he was circus royalty. He was born just before Christmas 1825, probably in Newbury (market day, Thursday), Berks. His dad had been a sailor who entertained his oppos on board ship with conjuring tricks and sleight of hand. When he left the navy, he and George’s mum, Sarah, took to the roads with a peep show – calm down, dear, it didn’t mean then what it does now. (See The Circus)

Little George started as an animal trainer – nothing too dangerous at first – canaries, mice, rabbits. They fired little cannons and walked tightropes (I’m not making this up, you know!). Local villagers, in what was still a superstitious age, accused him of witchcraft.

A snappy dresser, George became known as ‘Gentleman George’ and ‘His Lordship’ and won the heart of Ellen Chapman at the Stepney Fair in 1848. She became Madame Pauline de Vere, the Lion Queen of Bostock’s Circus and married George in 1850. A year later, they were on the road with George’s brothers, a Welsh pony and a tame oyster (I kid you not).

In 1871, the Sangers bought Astley’s Amphitheatre, an eighteenth century entertainment centre in Lambeth, which wowed the crowd with equestrian daredevilry and trapeze work. It cost £11,000 at the time (around £1m today) and was still going strong twenty-eight years later.

Editor’s note: Although George Sanger features in only one Lestrade story, set in 1879, we have to record the bizarre fact that he later became a murder victim himself. A disgruntled employee, Herbert Cooper, hacked him to death with an axe in 1911.

‘Dizzy’

I

have huge respect for Benjamin Disraeli, if only because he speaks the first word in the entire Lestrade series. That word is ‘Gone?’ and he is so pleased with it that he says it again – ‘Gone?’

It’s strangely monosyllabic for Dizzy, who was, to quote his arch-rival William Gladstone (qv) ‘the arch-seducer’ – but that is another story! There is no doubt that he had a way with words, however. There are more quotes from him in the average Dictionary of Quotations than anybody except Shakespeare (and we all know what a phrase-dropper he was).

He was born Benjamin D’Israeli (the apostrophe later disappeared as it has from most English words today) in 1804. His father was Isaac, and the man owned a huge library. Young Ben (constantly being referred to as a ‘naughty boy’ by the satirical magazine Punch) soaked up gallons of English history and attended various terrible schools in Walthamstow and Blackheath. These were ‘crammers’ where people were force-fed knowledge for knowledge’s sake. One later alumnus of the Blackheath School was Sholto Joseph Lestrade, but that is another seventeen stories.

The trouble with Dizzy is that he didn’t know what he wanted to be when he grew up. He became articled to a solicitor, then a barrister at Lincoln’s Inn, wrote for a newspaper that lasted less than a year and then turned to romantic fiction – according to Gladstone, he never left it. The first book was called Fifty Shades of Vivian Gray (not really!) and it made Dizzy the talk of London town. On the proceeds, he went on the Grand Tour. This was a chaotic ramble around Europe (the equivalent of today’s gap year) in which, pretending to soak up Classical culture, young men sowed wild oats in various brothels and bars before returning home to a life of sobriety and duty. Athens, Rome, Florence, Paris and Venice were on the itinerary, but because this was Dizzy and he was conscious of his Jewish heritage, he visited Jerusalem and Cairo too.

He came back prefiguring the Punk era of the 1970s, with chains all over his clothes and that tell-tale kiss-curl plastered to his head with Macassar oil. He tried seven times to get into parliament, not much bothered which party he served and finally made it (for Maidstone) in the year of Queen Victoria’s (qv) succession, 1837.

Dizzy’s maiden speech was a disaster and he was howled down in the Commons. Famously, he ended it with, ‘Aye and though I sit down now, the time will come when you will hear me.’ He got that right! He married a rich widow, Mrs Wyndham Lewis, and cadged £35k – depending on the money value tool you use, this could be the equivalent of as much as £50 million in today’s money – to buy a country estate at Hughenden, Buckinghamshire. Nothing if not ambitious, Dizzy became head of the ‘Young England’ movement in the 1840s, a right-wing group of Tories who found Prime Minister Robert Peel’s concept of country before party completely out of left field. He savaged Peel in the Corn Law debates of 1846, largely because Peel had already refused to give the man a cabinet post. When asked why he didn’t destroy Disraeli by making this fact public, Peel said, ‘I never wrestle with a chimney sweep.’

Under Lord Derby, Dizzy was the worst Chancellor of the Exchequer of the entire century; his sums didn’t add up. By 1867, however, he had become a fluent debater and a consummate politician. Pinching ideas from Gladstone’s Liberals, he brought in the Second Reform Bill, the ‘leap in the dark’ which doubled the electorate and gave the vote to the working class urban male (or men about town, as they were known).

He was Prime Minister twice, the second time from 1874-79 when he carried out a series of reforms that stabilized the country and established flag-waving imperialism as the way to go. ‘Old Clo’ as he was known behind his back after the street cry of the old Jewish rag-traders, bought half the Suez Canal with his old mate, Lionel de Rothschild, made the Queen, God bless her, Empress of India and sorted out Russia at the Congress of Berlin.

He had a nauseating relationship with the Queen, smarming around her with phrases like ‘We authors, Ma’am’ and explaining politics to her in words of one syllable. She loved flattery ‘and when it comes to royalty, you should lay it on with a trowel’. By 1879, however, the year of the Sawdust Ring, Dizzy was on his way out for good.

[image: image]

‘Glad Eye’

‘H

e treats me as if I were a public meeting,’ Victoria famously said of Gladstone. The dear old queen was none too bright (which is why Disraeli spoke to her slowly and loudly) but ‘Glad Eye’ simply didn’t have the basic vocabulary or the smarmy inclination to make that work. Not unreasonably, he expected the monarch to know what she was doing.*

William Ewart Gladstone was born in Liverpool in 1809, the son of a merchant. Astonishingly, we have the old boy on wax cylinder, so we know how he sounded as an old man; the vowels are pure Lowland Scots. For a man who lived all his life south of the border, Gladstone’s accent sounds a little contrived; he was what today we would call a professional Scotsman. (In the nineteenth century, most English people, even Scotland-loving Queen Victoria, called them Scotch.)

Unlike Disraeli, who never quite flicked the chip off his shoulder, Gladstone went to public school – Eton, where he was only flogged once – and Christ Church, Oxford. A whizzo debater as President of the Oxford Union – ‘inebriated,’ as Disraeli said, ‘with the exuberance of his own verbosity’ – he couldn’t decide on a career in politics or the church. His 1834 book On Church and State won the J K Rowling prize (just joking!) for The Most Boring Book Ever Written. As one of Robert Peel’s Tories (returned for Newark) he was extremely right wing. In fact, the only reformist thing he really backed was the abolition of child labour in the coal mines and factories.

By 1841 he was President of the Board of Trade and became a supporter of Peel’s Free Trade ideas. Even so, religion and morality, the twin supporters of his rigid Presbyterian upbringing, never quite disappeared and he resigned when Peel gave a cash grant to the Irish Catholic College at Mayrooth.

He and Mrs Gladstone (Catherine Glynn) lived at Hawarden Castle in Flintshire, North Wales, where he translated Homer and chopped down trees in his spare time. Unlike Disraeli, he had enormous physical stamina, which possibly explains his umpteen children and the fact that, once he was Prime Minister, he would nip out from Number Ten to save fallen women. Having ‘saved’ them, he would then whip himself to atone to God for his bestial fireside chats with them. Sigmund Freud would have had a field day.

Impressive in any political posts he held, he became Leader of the new Liberal Party after Lord Palmerston’s death in 1865 and brought in a radical Reform Bill which failed.

Prime Minister by 1868, Glad Eye brought in the most dynamic ministry of the century. If something stood still, it was reformed. The buying of commissions in the army went. The Ballot Act made voting secret. Gladstone did his level best to pacify Ireland (Dizzy didn’t
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