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For Sarah




Prologue

The Lady Vanishes

One evening in 1939, Maud West, London’s leading lady detective, locked the door to her Bloomsbury office and promptly disappeared, never to be seen again. Her exploits over the past thirty-four years had taken her around the world, snooping in drug dens, grand country houses, mental asylums and more. She had unmasked blackmailers, caught adulterers, foiled jewel thieves and shut down cults, all on behalf of a client list that could have been lifted from the pages of Debrett’s. The press loved her – a real lady sleuth in the golden age of crime – and newspapers across the globe reported tales of her derring-do.

And now she was gone.

As one would expect, Maud West had amassed a fair few nemeses over the years. But she wasn’t abducted that night in 1939, nor was she killed or harmed in any way. She didn’t hide out in a Harrogate hotel or wake up swathed in bandages, hurtling across Germany on a Hitchcockian train. She simply ceased to exist – if it could be said that Maud West had ever truly existed at all.

That said, she used to be easy enough to find. If there was no London telephone directory to hand, a quick glance at the personals column of any major newspaper would do the job.
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See? There she is.


Chapter One

The Documents in the Case


... in all good faith to other women who would become detectives, I would utter one word of advice – Don’t.

Maud West, 19141



Maybe I should have walked away at the first sign of deceit; after the incident with the bear-skin rug, perhaps, or during that ridiculous car chase across Hampstead Heath. In Paris? Or Rio? There were so many times I could have turned back and just left her to it. But then I would never have met the Countess or the Prince of Lovers, or learned how to rig an office safe with chloroform or whip up a disguise using only a piece of orange peel and a wisp of goat hair. I’d never have laughed with her or wept for her; I’d never have seen what lay beneath. Besides, I’m not sure I even had a choice. There was almost a sense of inevitability about the whole thing.

Looking back, you could say that our paths began to converge on Boxing Day 1984, when the magnificent Joan Hickson, in her first tweedy outing as Miss Marple, pottered into my family’s sitting room to investigate The Body in the Library. Just shy of my twelfth birthday, I was immediately and irreparably entranced – by the whodunnit, yes, and the frocks, the hats, the gigolos and jazz fiends, but, most of all, by the idea of all those delicious secrets lying so perilously close to the surface. Before long, I’d sought out the books for my own private feasts of sparkling cyanide and arsenic-laced prawns, and taken up snooping on the side. By the time I was thirteen, I was eyeing up louche lipstick in the village chemist, sneaking the occasional cigarillo and dabbling in a bit of light blackmail. It was only the threat – and subsequent reality – of boarding school that put paid to an otherwise promising future as a Jazz Age reprobate.

Somewhere along the way, my talent for muckraking was guided into a career in history, where it was thought I could do less harm. But I never gave up the detective stories. If I learned anything from my two-year incarceration in a ladies’ college, it was that there’s nothing like a good murder to lift the spirits. As the years went on, I put this to good use in what became something of an annual ritual: in the darkest days of winter, I’d take a couple of weeks off work, build a nest by the fire and escape into a world of daggers, poisons, wrath and revenge. It never failed to beat away the winter blues. Until, that is, a few years ago.

All the usual elements were in place that winter: miserable weather, a build-up of petty resentments, a stack of green Penguins foraged from second-hand bookshops. Yet, however much I craved that state of rightness-with-the-world, where the bodies are all lined up, someone is on their way to the gallows and a cup of cocoa awaits before bed, I couldn’t find a way in. As the first week wore on, a trail of half-read books lay scattered throughout the house, old friends abandoned mid-sentence: Harriet Vane motionless under the bed; Nero Wolfe sliding down the back of the sofa. I couldn’t settle to anything.

Instead, my mind kept going back to a historical missing-persons case I’d recently completed. It had arisen out of some exhibition work I had done for a museum, and my quarry had been a minor nineteenth-century inventor whose fate had stumped a small band of collectors and enthusiasts for decades. The case had taken me on an exciting jaunt, on paper at least, from Liverpool to Havana, with a small attempted coup in Spain along the way. There had been exploding steamships, secret marriages, royal pardons, family feuds and a sad, gin-pickled end. When I thought about it, I’d been feeling a bit flat ever since. I missed the thrill of the chase.

I didn’t want to read about detectives; I wanted to be one. But when I tried to think of what to tackle next, the only mysteries that came to mind were the Princes in the Tower, Jack the Ripper and the Holy Grail, and my chances of solving any of those were slim at best. Besides, I wanted fresh ground, a mystery of my very own. And there was the problem. It had to be something that no one knew about, including me.

The solution, of course, was right under my nose – or rather under my bed and down the back of my sofa – but it took a while to filter through into conscious thought. It surfaced late one evening. I’d been yawning my way through the opening chapters of Gladys Mitchell’s Death at the Opera, waiting for someone to die so the eccentric Mrs Bradley could start sleuthing, and was about to call it a night when there it was, the question from which there would be no turning back. Were there really lady detectives – proper fleshand-blood ones – in the golden age of crime?

I reached for my laptop. Google didn’t know. I tried various online encyclopedias and library records. Nothing. It was only when I turned to the National Archives’ Discovery catalogue that I had my answer. There was at least one:
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It was a description of a press photograph, the title presumably taken from a label on the reverse. There was no date, but the language sounded about right for the inter-war years. London’s only lady detective? That had potential. The original was held at Manchester Archives, so I typed a short email requesting a copy and went to bed, planning to delve a bit deeper in the morning.

Half an hour later, I was up again. How had I never heard of Maud West? A quick search on her name suggested I was not alone. London’s only lady detective had slipped into obscurity. She’d received a brief mention in one recent book (Virginia Nicholson’s Singled Out: How Two Million Women Survived Without Men after the First World War) and a couple of related blog posts, but it appeared that even they knew nothing beyond the fact of her existence. What’s more, they all cited the same source: British Women in the Twentieth Century, Elsie M. Lang’s survey of pioneer businesswomen, published in 1929, a copy of which was somewhere in my possession.

I’d always had a soft spot for Elsie Lang. Her bread-and-butter work was writing about crumbling buildings (Some Old English Abbeys, The Oxford Colleges, etc.), the kind of gentle, pleasant labour I knew well. But, every so often, she would come out with something that revealed a fierce hinterland – a translation of Venetian poetry about the Medici women, for example, or this 1929 celebration of female liberation. Over the years, it had become something of a set text for those interested in twentieth-century women’s history. As well as setting out in clear terms the struggles women had faced in getting a higher education, the right to vote, access to birth control, freedom from rib-crunching corsetry and countless other challenges, it was also a book of firsts – the first female MP, the first woman barrister, the first female racing driver, and so on. There were explorers, accountants, aviators and surgeons, but I didn’t remember any detectives.

After numerous rounds of the house, rummaging through overcrowded bookshelves, I finally found my copy. And there she was, in the index: West, Maud, 273. What had Elsie said about her? And how had I missed it? Perhaps I’d never read to the end, because she appeared on the very last page, almost as an afterthought, squeezed in between a pageant producer and a company director in a list of career options for women. There were just six words:


Miss Maud West is a detective.



The game was afoot.

The next morning, I flicked through the pages of British Women in the Twentieth Century whilst waiting for the kettle to boil. Maud West may have warranted only six words, but the fact that she had made it into the book at all placed her in formidable company. Elsie Lang’s women were the epitome of female achievement in a man’s world. Some had degrees, others had worked their way up from the bottom of their respective fields, but they were all mavericks in one way or another. These were women who made the headlines, whether they were the lone female voice in Parliament or striding solo across the Serengeti. They were impossible to ignore.

I sat down at my desk and brought up The Times’ online archive. Had Maud West been impossible to ignore? Had she made the headlines? After a bit of rootling around, it didn’t look as though she had. There was nothing in the main news section at all, not even any mention of her giving evidence in court. There were, however, two advertisements. The first appeared a few times during the course of 1909:
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A high-class firm specializing in private enquiries and delicate matters? Add in the description of her peering through a magnifying glass in the Manchester Archives photo, and Maud West was shaping up to be a proper consulting detective of the sort I’d been reading about for years. Even that ‘Are you worried? If so, consult me!’ reminded me of the adverts at the start of Agatha Christie’s Parker Pyne stories (‘Are you happy? If not, consult Mr. Parker Pyne ...’). The main difference, it seemed, was that Maud West had staff. London’s lady detective was no part-time dabbler, working from home and occasionally calling on the assistance of a trusty sidekick or a raggle-taggle bunch of street urchins. She was running a serious operation with an office full of employees in the heart of the city.

The second advertisement read:
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This was from March 1936, so she’d clearly had a long career – nearly thirty years, at least – and one interesting enough for reminiscences. Was there a record of the talk somewhere? What had she said? Thirty years was long enough to develop a good stock of anecdotes; she was bound to have had a few adventures and mishaps along the way. Had she worked with the police? Did she have inside knowledge of any of the big cases of her day? Or did she speak in more general terms about her work? And, if so, what did that involve?

I found an answer, in part, in the social column of the Sunday Times. It only told me what she had been doing on one specific evening in November 1930 and it didn’t really help in terms of understanding her work, as she was off duty that night, but it still took my breath away:
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Maud West had met the mighty Dorothy L. Sayers: novelist, translator, theologian and founding member of the Detection Club, at which the top golden-age crime writers met to dine, collaborate and indulge in strange rituals involving a skull named Eric. At the very least, Maud had shaken her hand and introduced her to the Efficiency Club (whatever that might be). But was that their only encounter? Did they go for dinner afterwards and swap crime stories? Were they friends? Was it worth going to America, where Sayers’ diaries and letters were kept, to find out? I felt the familiar tingle of worlds intersecting and ideas sparking.

But I was getting ahead of myself. I didn’t even have a sense of who Maud West was, let alone what sort of friends she had. She was just a shadow, a faceless blur, her edges defined only by her fictional counterparts. I traced my finger over her advertisement and found myself wishing, not for the first time, that I could pick up the phone and dial a long-defunct number. I could almost hear the crackling of the line and a faint voice echoing across the years: ‘Hullo? Gerrard 8561? Miss West speaking.’

I mentally dropped the receiver back into its cradle. What would I say? I’d always had specific questions in mind during previous reveries, very precise whens and whys and what-on-earths. This was different. ‘Who are you?’ seemed a bit blunt, but that was what I wanted to know. Who was Maud West? Where did she come from? How did she end up in such an unusual job?

Put like that, these questions seemed such basic interview fare that I was certain that someone had asked them before. Some curious journalist must have spotted her adverts or gone along to her ‘reminiscences’ and wanted to follow up the story – and if it hadn’t been the gentlemen of The Times, then what about their tabloid cousins? They were always on the lookout for oddities and odd-balls. How could they have resisted a lady detective?

From my home in Shropshire, I didn’t have access to the digital archives of the more gossipy rags like the Daily Mirror or the Daily Mail. These were restricted to members of academic institutions and I’d need to go to the British Library to view them. Looking out of the window at the cold, relentless drizzle, the prospect didn’t appeal. Fortunately, there were alternatives: the numerous open-access newspaper websites run by various bodies around the world.

I decided to start with Trove, the online archive maintained by the National Library of Australia. From experience, I knew that many overseas newspapers carried both fragments and whole reprints of articles that had originally featured in British national newspapers and magazines. I suspected that if Maud West had appeared in the British tabloids, however briefly, she would be found here.

My hunch paid off. But it wasn’t just one or two articles I found; it was dozens. Over the next few days, my printer churned out piece after piece about Maud West. Encouraged, I checked a few more online archives and found articles in the New York Tribune, the Times of India, the Singapore Free Press and a number of foreign-language newspapers. I’d barely scratched the surface, but it was clear that news of London’s lady detective had spread throughout the world:
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The articles ranged in date from 1913 to 1938. Some were just snippets, pointing out the curiosity of a female sleuth. Time magazine, for example, included her advertisement in a round-up of strange items found in a single issue of London’s Morning Post from 1934.2 But there were also signs of the interviews I’d been hoping for. Most of the quotes were second-hand, maybe even third-hand, but it was obvious that over the years more than one person had sat down with Maud West and asked about her work.

I found an answer to one of my questions almost immediately, in the Perth Daily News from 1926:


It was chance, not impelling desire, which made her take up this unusual work for a woman. Having nothing to do a solicitor relation asked her to help him solve a hotel robbery by going there as a waitress. In a spirit of adventure Miss West went. Although she knew nothing of waiting ... by the time she had picked up enough of the art to pass muster she had discovered the thief. Her success led to other commissions, and eventually to the suggestion that she should take up the work professionally. She did.3



There were also a few hints about the type of cases she took on. According to some eastern European news reports from 1913, she was hired to blend in with the guests at society parties to protect her hosts’ property from damage by militant suffragettes, whilst an advertisement for a security agency in New Zealand listed her alongside the famous Pinkerton’s Detective Agency in New York as one of their overseas agents for chasing debts.4 Other articles talked about how she gathered evidence of adultery for divorce cases, work which could take her all over Europe. ‘In shadowing one lady just before the war,’ she said in 1915, ‘I had to travel to Berlin, Paris, Moscow, Ostend, and back to London in the same week.’5

On the whole, however, by the time these interviews had filtered through to the international press, they had been distilled into headline-grabbing pieces about ‘the Woman Sherlock Holmes’, devoid of any useful facts and full of hyperbole. There was much lamenting her lack of deerstalker and violin, and one reporter even moved the location of Maud’s New Oxford Street base to the more convenient Baker Street, ‘a stone’s throw from the rooms of the immortal Holmes.’6 They revelled in the heady mix of glamour and adventure that the life of a woman detective implied, describing her office with its luxurious ‘inch-deep carpet, Prussian blue papered walls and New Art statuettes’ and revealing the contents of the overnight bag she kept there for emergencies (‘revolver, hypodermic syringe, vial of dope, a half dozen disguises’).7

The idea of a lady detective in disguise particularly captured the journalists’ imagination. Almost all of them homed in on this, revealing that she had been known to dress up as a charwoman, a gypsy, a nurse, a fortune teller and, as the Adelaide Saturday Journal reported in 1926, as a man:


[Maud West] has successfully occupied rooms at a fashionable hotel as a titled Englishman, and has followed her suspects into their clubs, has played baccarat beside them at the Monte Carlo Casino, and no one has suspected that the young person in silk hat and evening clothes was a woman ...8



Maud West made occasional attempts to counter all this by explaining the day-to-day reality of her job: ‘There is nothing mysterious or miraculous about the way I find out things. The whole secret is in the application of practical common sense. And the only motto for the successful detective is – Keep on trying.’9 She said that the simplest disguises were often the best (‘a pair of heavy earrings make me look frightfully common’), and explained the skill and experience needed for accurate observation.10 Above all, she emphasized the hard work involved: ‘A strong constitution is absolutely essential. One frequently has to go without meals, and the strain is very severe, for one never knows when one will be able to rest.’11

But the newspapers wanted thrills and spills, as was most evident in a particularly colourful set of articles I found in the Australian press. I had gone looking for tabloid journalism and I’d found it, only this wasn’t the Daily Mail or the Daily Mirror; this was worse. According to the small print, many of these articles had been syndicated from a British magazine called Pearson’s Weekly. Just seeing the name made my heart sink.

Journalistic integrity didn’t even make it onto the agenda at Pearson’s Weekly. Ever since it first appeared in the late nineteenth century, it had one mission: to make money. It was brazen in its pursuit of the Sunday reader, that downtrodden soul desperate for a few hours’ respite from the daily grind, and a good chunk of the paper’s income came from its legendary competitions which, along with the numerous advertisements, were designed to appeal to fantasies of a better life. There were pages of them every week with prizes ranging from briar pipes to houses and husbands, open to all on payment of a small fee. Everything else was just filler.

I even had some copies on my shelves, bound into a hefty volume covering 1934, which I had purchased purely for entertainment. The paper’s motto was ‘To Interest, to Elevate, to Amuse.’ You couldn’t fault it on interest and amusement, but elevation? Leafing through its pages, it was hard to find any actual news, unless you counted such pressing matters as ‘What Has Happened to the Loch Ness Monster?’ and ‘Is Wireless Giving You A Sixth Sense?’ Fiction, sport, celebrities and humour featured heavily, and there was also a fair amount of true crime: a behind-the-scenes series about Scotland Yard, for example, and a feature on Cairo’s Narcotics Intelligence Bureau. Cautionary tales scattered throughout each issue warned of killer swans, luggage thieves, motor bandits and cheese smugglers.

I could see that this last batch of articles I had found about Maud West would have been the perfect match for Pearson’s Weekly. They had dramatic headlines:
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Some were accompanied by lurid illustrations:
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As for the articles themselves, they described Maud West undertaking a series of adventures wilder than any I had imagined. I’d thought she might have been caught snooping in the wrong place occasionally, maybe even had a run-in with a disgruntled criminal or two, but these tales were something else. They took her from the slums of Whitechapel to smart Paris hotels, to New York’s Lower East Side and the backstreets of Buenos Aires, all on the trail of a cast of characters that included runaway heiresses, defrocked vicars, amateur surgeons and continental blackmailers. The baddies carried guns and knives, and said things like ‘Good heavens, we are nobbled.’12

The Maud West depicted in these articles was a woman of many parts. In some stories she was the feisty heroine, skulking about in the underworld and relentlessly chasing her prey until victory was hers. In others, she appeared as a kindly yet strict mother figure, sorting out troubled love affairs with calm authority. In a few, she played an almost comic role, diving under rugs and squeezing into tight spaces to avoid detection. One caper even included a follow-that-cab! sequence.

They were completely over the top, but there were no protests from Maud about their accuracy, no attempts to counter the sensationalism or put the record straight. The reason for this was simple:
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She had written them herself.

*

What to make of it all? On the one hand, Maud West was a genuine detective, and a successful one at that. She was a businesswoman, a member of the brisk-sounding Efficiency Club, and had enjoyed a career lasting over thirty years. On the other, she was a hack writer churning out ‘true’ adventure stories for the gutter press. It was possible that the two overlapped, but, if so, at what point did fact turn into fiction?

I cleared the kitchen table and laid out her articles, shifting them around as I thought things through. At one end of the table I placed those which were believable: a case in which she had to retrieve a letter sent in error, for example, and a story about an innocuous, if complicated, love triangle. At the other end were those which tested the limits of credulity, such as a chase across the Atlantic that ended with Maud in a Brazilian drugs factory, jotting down the recipe for cocaine. Where did I draw the line? Did it go before or after any revolvers were drawn? Was dropping a sleeping draught into a suspect’s coffee improbable or merely illegal? And how did I feel about Chinamen, that cliché of bad detective fiction?

I was torn between discounting the whole lot and arguing myself into a place where anything was possible. The more outrageous tales were unlikely to be representative of her daily life, but could they be highlights of a long and strange career? She had existed in a different time, after all, one that was less regulated and more conducive to adventure. Even my own grandmother had once been kidnapped by pirates in the North China Sea as a child, and she hadn’t even been looking for trouble. Maud West was paid to seek it out and poke about in places that were best left unpoked. Viewed in that light, were her stories really so implausible?

Then it struck me. Caught up in all the drama, I’d missed the most obvious point of all. Of course the stories couldn’t be true. Not word-for-word true, anyway. Libel laws aside, detective work involved sorting out personal problems and making embarrassing or awkward situations go away, those ‘delicate matters’ mentioned in her advert. The last thing Maud or her clients would have wanted was for the details to be splashed all over the papers. Her career would have been over before it had started.

So, why had she written them? Did she need the money? Was her work poorly paid? It seemed unlikely. Wealthy people in desperate situations would pay as much as was required to get things resolved, and there were clearly enough of them around for her to maintain a central London office and, if her adverts were to be believed, a body of staff. Was it a way of advertising? If so, it can’t have been very effective. Her prospective clients wouldn’t have been the sort to read Pearson’s Weekly. I imagined they would stick to the broadsheets: The Times, the Daily Telegraph and the Manchester Guardian. Besides, even if they had come across one of her stories, it would hardly have inspired confidence in her discreet professionalism.

Maybe that hypodermic needle and vial of dope in her overnight bag provided a clue. I’d assumed they were tools of her trade, there for protection alongside the revolver, but what if she was blowing all her money on drugs? Had she got a taste for gambling in the casinos of Monte Carlo? Was she being blackmailed? Or did she just crave the attention, a trait that must have put her at a disadvantage in a profession where discretion was key?

I had no idea. But something didn’t add up.

I decided to put Maud’s stories aside for the time being and look again at the more straightforward evidence I had found in the overseas newspapers. A few hints enabled me to work out that she had set up her detective agency in 1905. Assuming that she had been a young woman when she had gone on her first, tentative sleuthing mission, and that it had taken her a few years to gain enough experience and confidence to go into business on her own, I figured that she must have been born sometime around 1880.

According to the 1911 census on ancestry.co.uk, there were nearly 300 people called Maud West in England at that time, not one of whom claimed to be a private detective. If I narrowed it down to those born in 1880, give or take five years, there were still over seventy, although only twenty of those lived in London. It didn’t sound like many, but, without more information to go on, I’d need to start drafting family trees for each one, looking for the ‘solicitor relation’ mentioned in the Perth Daily News – a brother? a cousin? a grandfather? – and hope for the best. And that was assuming that Maud was there at all; she might have been working abroad on the night of the census. It seemed wise to wait for more clues before I started delving into her background.

On a more positive note, I had found a description of Maud. It had appeared in the Adelaide Express and Telegraph in 1914 and, to my relief, didn’t describe a glamorous femme fatale decked out in scarlet lipstick and a low-brimmed hat, as in the illustrations that accompanied some of her articles. She sounded refreshingly normal:


... Miss West is in appearance just a typical sturdy, athletic Englishwoman. Light brown hair, frank brown eyes, and a healthy complexion, all spoke of one who lived, or ought to live, an out-of-door, fresh air life. And this is probably one of the secrets of her success as a detective. She is just like so many other ordinary, middle-class English girls ...13



By my calculations, she would have been in her early thirties at the time, so hardly a girl, but the fact that she was solidly middle class made sense if there was a solicitor in the family and Maud had been at leisure to practise her sleuthing skills before taking up the work professionally. I also wondered if her background was another clue as to why she went into business at all: however much her family loved her, a presumably unmarried daughter could be a financial burden. Maybe they had been keen to marry her off, and maybe, for whatever reason, Maud didn’t want that.

By this point, I was itching to see a photograph of her. I wanted to look into those frank brown eyes and get the measure of her, but it was proving difficult. I’d received an email from Manchester Archives saying that the first photo I had requested would be delayed as they were reorganizing their storerooms, and I’d searched other archives catalogues and photographic agencies without success. As a last resort, I’d set up an eBay alert, which so far had only produced hundreds of twee dog postcards by the Edwardian artist Maud West Watson.

Then, one day, amidst all the terriers and poodles, there was a young man:
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It was another press photograph, and it had a date: 22 February 1922. Heaven knows where it had been for the past ninety or so years – when it arrived through my letterbox, it was stained and battered and gave off a weird, formaldehyde-like tang – but at some point a sub-editor had daubed on a bit of white gouache and touched up the eyes, nostrils and cigarette with ink. The scribbles and stamps on the back attributed it to the New York offices of a London photographic agency. There was also a faded label:


LONDON’S PREMIER LADY DETECTIVE

Miss Maud West, London’s only woman detective, has made quite a name for herself as a Sherlock Holmes ...



So, this was Maud. Would I have bought a newspaper from her or walked past without a glance as she skulked in a doorway? Maybe. Was this her normal get-up? I couldn’t discount the possibility that she preferred men’s clothing, but the caption also stated that she was in ‘mannish make-up’, so I went with the idea that she was demonstrating her disguise skills. It was certainly attention-grabbing. In 1922, with the Jazz Age under way, cross-dressing wasn’t unheard of, but it still had the capacity to shock the good people of Middle England.

Looking beyond the clothes, she was plumper than expected, but her overall appearance matched the description from the Adelaide Express and Telegraph. How old was she here? Forty? She hid it well. She hid a lot of things well. Her eyes, for example, were giving nothing away: they stared into the middle distance, refusing to meet my gaze. Despite that, Maud West suddenly felt very real. I couldn’t imagine what strapping and corsetry was going on beneath her waistcoat, but underneath that there was a beating heart. Maud West wasn’t just a lady detective; she was a living, breathing human being, full of complexities and anxieties and private passions. Who did she love? What did she fear? After the photograph was taken did she burst out laughing and whip off that ridiculous hat, or did she stand up, straighten her tie and ask for a light? Who was she?

The questions were piling up and I was no closer to finding any answers. It was time to head out and do some proper research. I needed to find the original articles that Maud had written, but there might also be case files or appointment books hidden away somewhere. I knew she had staff. Who were they? Perhaps one of them had left a diary or some letters behind. I could check the Home Office records at the National Archives to see if she had ever worked with the police, and look through ships’ passenger lists for details of any trips abroad. Her revolver would have required a firearms certificate and, if the relevant register had survived, that might offer up a home address.

There were plenty of ways I could start building a picture of Maud’s life and work, but first I wanted to settle a question that had been niggling at the back of my mind. Although many of the sources I had found stated that she was London’s only woman detective, others had used the words leading and foremost. That suggested there were others. If so, who were they? And was Maud West really in a class of her own, or was it all just hype?


The Creeping Tiger

BY MAUD WEST


The facts were these. A certain well-known hostess asked me soon after the war to try to recover a packet of letters which had been taken from her private bureau. She did not suspect anyone, nor had she been blackmailed, but she confessed that if the letters fell into unscrupulous hands ‘there would be the dickens to pay.’

‘I have not had a moment’s peace of mind since the letters went,’ she continued. ‘I do not suspect my husband, because he is totally ignorant of my foolishness. It all happened while he was on active service. Prompted, I suppose, by sympathy, I had become friendly with a man who was badly wounded. Our friendship ripened quickly and we wrote to each other. He died before the war ended. I kept his letters. Now they have gone.’

The problem she had set me did not seem easy to solve, but by persistent questioning I learned, after my third visit to her, that among her callers about the time the letters vanished was a man whom, before her marriage, she had jilted. He had been deeply in love with her at the time, and they had remained good friends.

Certain other circumstances which confirmed my suspicions caused me to try to make the man’s acquaintance. I learned that though he had a fine flat he lived mostly at a West End hotel. The next morning saw me booked at the hotel, where I arranged with the head waiter to sit at a table facing my quarry. On the fifth day he smiled and with a courtly bow greeted me with a quiet ‘Good morning.’ I acknowledged his greeting smilingly and, after some customary remark about the weather, we discussed the news of the day.

This went on for several days, and then, with unexpected suddenness, he invited me to lunch. After a moment’s hesitation I accepted. Later, to my dismay, he asked me to dine at his flat. I was getting heartily tired of the slowness of my inquiries, and in desperation I agreed. Before going there I arranged for two male assistants to be within earshot.

The dinner was splendidly prepared and set by his man-servant, yet I did not feel as light-hearted as I appeared. With liqueurs and coffee we settled in front of a cosy fire in comfortable armchairs and talked about many foreign countries I had visited. At his request I accepted a second liqueur. This was my great moment, the one I had been playing for. As he went over to a cabinet to pour out the drinks, I skilfully dropped a sleeping draught into his coffee.

My nerves were strained to breaking point. Would he suspect the coffee? Would I have to rush to the window and call for help? Would my plans all fall to pieces? The seconds seemed like hours, and then with some casual remark he drank the lot! Very soon he relaxed and fell into a drugged sleep.

My actions now had to be very swift and silent, because I had to reckon on the possible return of the valet. In a corner of the room was a desk which had interested me all the evening. Fortunately it was unlocked. Quickly pulling the lid down, I made a thorough search and, to my delight, found the missing packet of letters.

In my haste and excitement I let the lid of the desk fall with what seemed a terrific crash. My heart stood still as I saw the sleeping man move. What was I to do if he awoke? Suddenly I dropped on my hands and knees and crawled under a huge tiger skin rug on the floor. I can only explain my action as being impelled by the elemental idea of hiding in the face of danger. Anyhow, having got under the rug, I crawled underneath it to the door, grabbed my hat and coat, and dashed into the street.

Next day, after returning the letters to my client, I paid another visit to my sleepy host. He was somewhat shame-faced and apologised for his unseemly conduct in falling to sleep. Edging towards the door I told him why I had accepted his invitation to dinner, how I had taken a packet of letters from his desk, and how I had crawled to the door under the rug. He did not seem to mind losing the letters at all. He said he had taken them in a stupid moment and had not intended to make use of them. But he thanked his stars that he did not wake up while that tiger was moving.14




Chapter Two

The Body in the Library


Brilliant deduction may be all very well, but each detail must be logically checked and verified before the fact is accepted ...

Maud West, 19301



It was good to be back in the British Library. As I settled into my usual corner of the Humanities Reading Room, with its rows of pale wooden desks and green leather chairs, I glanced around at my fellow readers. There was something immensely comforting about the sight of all those figures bent in concentration over their own private obsessions; it felt like coming home. The place hummed with possibility. Stored within the mysterious depths of the building were over 150 million items, from Leonardo da Vinci’s notebook to yesterday’s Sun. If any lady detectives were lurking in the shadows of history, there was a good chance I would find them here.

But first, whilst I waited for my books to arrive at the issue desk, I opened my laptop and brought up Wikipedia. On the train to London, I had remembered coming across an American female detective in a biography of Abraham Lincoln. She had little to do with my current quest, but I was curious to see what impact she’d had on the profession in America.

Her name was Kate Warne, and the article described how she had marched into the Pinkerton National Detective Agency in Chicago in 1856 and talked her way into a job as the nation’s first female private investigator. Just twenty-three and recently widowed, she had cut her teeth on an embezzlement case before coming into her own during the Civil War by infiltrating secessionist tea parties and famously foiling an assassination plot on President Lincoln. There was also a photograph some believed to show her relaxing in a Union camp around 1862:
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Trousers again. A theme was beginning to emerge. It wasn’t one I had anticipated, but it made sense. In a world of rigidly defined gender roles, most of the power and excitement lay on the male side. History was scattered with stories of women who had passed themselves off as men to achieve their ambitions, whether it was to become a surgeon or run away to sea, so why not detectives?

At the end of the war, however, Kate Warne had dusted down her frocks and carried on her work as a woman, running Pinkerton’s first all-woman detective bureau until her sudden death in January 1868. She was only thirty-five when she died, but her brief career had paved the way for women in all areas of investigation. Soon, even the police were exploring the idea of female crime fighters.

But that was America. In Britain, things were much more conservative. I knew that when Maud West started out in 1905, the ranks of the British police were still firmly closed to women and would remain so until after the First World War, but were women already taking on private work?

The books I had ordered weren’t much help. Despite promising titles – The Lady Investigates and The Edwardian Detective and so on – they all dealt with fictional sleuths. I also found two volumes of memoirs by a detective called Annette Kerner, who claimed to have been recruited into secret government operations in 1919 after running away from home to work as a singer in Switz erland. She eventually opened her own detective agency after the Second World War (at 231 Baker Street), but the stories she told of the intervening years were as crazy as Maud’s. On further investigation, it transpired that she had taken up her pen after being declared bankrupt following a fraud trial in 1952.2 I decided to give Ms Kerner a wide berth and retreated to the newsroom in search of solid fact.

There, it only took a brief search of the tabloid databases to establish that London was positively teeming with female detectives around the time Maud West was in business. They appeared again and again, giving evidence in court and surprising the readers of the Daily Mail by being clever and smart:
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They were store detectives. Catching shoplifters wasn’t quite what I’d had in mind, but it was a start.

Department stores had first appeared in Britain in the mid-nineteenth century. They were the first public spaces created with women in mind, designed to offer a refined and leisurely shopping experience away from the grime of the streets. Their vast, glittering halls, crammed with tempting goods, were an immediate hit with the affluent middle classes, but they also attracted less welcome visitors, as the managing director of Harrods told the Daily Express in 1913:


There are few problems which confront the large storekeeper more difficult than the problem of the shop-thief, for it is necessary for retail firms not only to have a watch kept on their own property, but also to see that their customers are protected from pickpockets. Every large store has its detective department, thoroughly organised, working to such a way that mistakes are never made.3



In order to blend in with the customers, the majority of store detectives were women, often former shop assistants who had stepped out from behind the drapery counter to do their bit in the fight against crime. And what a time it was for crime – the fashions of the day were practically designed for it. With a discreet slit in the seam of a dress, all manner of things could be squirrelled away. The newspapers were full of women who had been caught with astonishing amounts of loot beneath their skirts. One example was twenty-three-year-old Matilda Greenberg, whose suspiciously bulky appearance after a trip to Whiteley’s in 1904 was found to be caused by sixty-five yards of purloined satin, still on the roll.4

But the store detectives didn’t just have to deal with individual thieves. Members of shoplifting gangs, such as the notorious Forty Elephants, would swoop in and cause a rumpus whilst their colleagues stuffed furs and trinkets into their special ‘grafter’s bloomers’, which were fitted with pockets and hooks. It was a high-stakes game. A habitual thief might expect to receive up to two years hard labour if convicted, so many came prepared for battle. As the head of Selfridges’ ‘secret service’, Matilda Mitchell (described by her interviewer as having ‘an altogether dominant face for a woman’) said in 1913:


The professional shop-lifter of the lower class is not an easy person to arrest. I have even known them carry scissors to stab the arm with or pepper to throw in the eyes.5



Things were looking up. If this was the level of excitement one could expect on a trip to the shops, maybe Maud’s tales of guns and car chases weren’t as improbable as they first seemed. I was curious to know how the detectives defended themselves. New York’s early policewomen were taught ju-jitsu. Was it the same for London’s store detectives? I had visions of shoplifters being hurled to the ground outside Selfridges, with hatpins flying and yards of silk floating down in cinematic slow motion. The closest I could find, however, was a photograph from 1927 showing a group of women in droopy knitwear learning how to make an arrest:
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The man in the picture, Charles Kersey, was a former police officer who ran a training academy for store detectives ‘up some rather dingy stairs’ in Baker Street (again). According to an article from 1933, he taught his students self-defence (‘And, with a blood curdling gesture, he indicates the best way of breaking the little finger ...’), tutored them in how to give evidence and arranged visits to the police courts.6

Appearing in court was a major part of the job. I found one of Kersey’s detectives testifying at Marylebone on behalf of three different stores on one single day in July 1919. Blanche Bolton had only been working as a detective for three weeks, but she’d been busy. For Marshall & Snelgrove in Oxford Street she described her ‘somewhat violent struggle’ with a woman who had lifted a customer’s handbag, and reported how she had watched a well-known Russian pianist steal a cloak. She then gave evidence against a young lady ‘of very good family’ from Maida Vale who had been charged with theft from both Debenham’s and Peter Robinson’s.7

As many of the culprits were indistinguishable from the stores’ genuine customers, the job required tact and skill. Blanche Bolton had followed the pianist Madame Levinskaya around Marshall & Snelgrove for an hour and a half before making her move. Rugby tackling an innocent duchess could have serious consequences, as one anonymous store detective – possibly Blanche herself – told the Daily Mail one week later:


The general public does not, I think, realise the difficulties. One single mistake could lose me my job and ruin my career. In other callings one may make blunders that are not irretrievable. A detective cannot.

If I were to arrest a person for stealing and the case could not be proved I should probably let my employers in for heavy damages, and they would have no further use for my services.8



Had the worst come to the worst, I thought it likely that she would have been able to find other work. Blanche Bolton’s sister, for example, was said to have exposed some fraudulent palmists alongside her usual store work.9 And, prior to joining Selfridges, Matilda Mitchell had worked undercover for the South-Western Railway Company and roamed the hills on horseback, tracking down unlicensed vets on behalf of the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons.10

Women were clearly doing some fascinating work outside the confines of department-store life, but these glimpses were only ever little asides that were rarely followed up. Store detectives were presented as plucky and admirable, but as soon as they took on private work an awkward silence seemed to descend, especially in the more upmarket newspapers. But why?

All became clear over the next few days as I delved deeper into press reports and consulted academic journals. The general public may not have liked the idea of spies lurking amongst the corsetry in their favourite department stores, but they accepted that store detectives were there to fill a precise commercial need. The motives of the private detective, on the other hand, were much more questionable. As one leading barrister sniffed in The Times in 1905, it was ‘a calling that stank in the nostrils of every honest man’.11

I recognized that tone of snooty contempt. It was the voice of the British establishment. Protecting the nation from rogue vets and nimble-fingered thieves was one thing, but grubbing around in a chap’s private life? That was ‘hideous’ and ‘so contemptible as to be almost outside the pale of humanity.’12

Yet it was the establishment itself that had made the profession an indispensable part of British life. Its folly lay in the creation of one piece of legislation: the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857. In a word? Divorce.

Until 1857, the only way of obtaining a divorce was through a Private Act of Parliament, a process so expensive that on average only two such Acts were passed each year. Everyone else had to make do with a lifetime of domestic misery or pursue other options such as abandonment, bigamy or arsenic. The Matrimonial Causes Act took divorce out of Parliament and into the civil courts so that, in theory, anyone could rid themselves of a tiresome spouse in a completely above-board and legal way.

It still wasn’t easy. The fees kept it out of the reach of many, but even those with money had an additional hurdle to overcome. No divorce would be granted without evidence of adultery, and female petitioners had to prove an additional cause such as rape, cruelty or incest. This had some unintended consequences. As the hearings were held in open court, with the galleries inevitably packed with members of the press, the nation suddenly had some very fruity reading material to enjoy over breakfast.

Barely a year after the courts had started hearing cases under the new legislation, even the Lord Chancellor was having misgivings. He confided to his journal that ‘like Frankenstein, I am afraid of the monster I have called into existence.’ Queen Victoria agreed, describing the newspaper reports as on a par with ‘the worst French novels’.13

Not only did the potential scandal of open court hearings give many would-be divorcees pause for thought (this deterrent being a deliberate aspect of the legislation), but it made it difficult to find people willing to testify. This was especially true of key witnesses whose livelihoods depended upon discretion, such as hotel managers and household staff. What was needed was an outside party willing to gather evidence and then take the stand in court. Enter the private detective.

All the main detective agencies employed women to assist with inquiries. They could visit places where a man’s presence might be suspicious, to befriend landladies, eavesdrop on co-respondents or go undercover in factories and shops to investigate cases of pilfering and fraud. In 1894, the head of one of the largest detective agencies in London ran a special advertisement which appeared in the Sporting Times:14
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As it happened, Henry Slater wasn’t the pioneer he claimed to be, but then he wasn’t really Henry Slater either (or Captain Scott or any of the other aliases he used), as was revealed when he appeared before a magistrate on a conspiracy charge in 1904.15 He was a former legal clerk called George Tinsley, and the use of women detectives had been widespread for years. One case I found even predated the Matrimonial Causes Act. In 1854, Charles Frederick Field, a former inspector with the Metropolitan Police, was hired to gather evidence by a man suing his wife’s lover for damages in a ‘criminal conversation’ case.* Unable to gain access himself to the terraced house in Cheltenham where the trysts were thought to be taking place, Field installed a female employee as a cook in the adjacent house and gave her a special gimlet with which to bore a peephole in the adjoining wall.16

All in all, it was a sordid business. But there was something about the freedom and excitement the work offered that seemed to attract a certain type of educated, middle-class woman. In 1892, the women’s journal Hearth and Home reported with dismay that it had received a number of letters enquiring about detective careers: ‘This reveals a very lamentable state of things. That there should be so many girls or women anxious to live upon the sins or misfortunes of their fellow-creatures is indeed a distressing situation.’ In a bid to deter its readers from pursuing such ‘objectionable’ employment, it had contacted a number of detective agencies and found that ‘the profession is overcrowded ... one firm alone received eighteen hundred answers in response to a few advertisements for assistants.’17

Hearth and Home also grudgingly reported that the pay for female detectives was between five and ten shillings a day – a reasonable wage if the work was regular. A lady detective speaking to Tit Bits magazine, however, suggested it was not. She explained that she was paid on results and ‘there are weeks which pass without our earning a sovereign.’18

But these women were still satellites to the male world of sleuthing, still largely rummaging around in laundry baskets and reporting back to the men in charge. I wanted to find the real troublemakers, the women who answered to no man. Surely, in a profession that by its very nature attracted those with more maverick tendencies, some of them must have broken away to work on their own terms? That is, unless Maud West really was a one-off.

Returning to The Times and other daily newspapers, I found that some women had indeed gone into business on their own. One of the most successful ventures was Moser’s Ladies Detective Agency, which had been set up in 1889 by Henry Slater’s greatest rival, the ex-Scotland Yard inspector Maurice Moser. This was an offshoot of Moser’s main business and he had installed at its head his mistress, Charlotte Antonia Williamson. After two sensational court cases with their respective spouses, during one of which Moser’s reputation was all but destroyed by Slater acting on behalf of Charlotte’s husband, the couple had split.19 But Charlotte continued as the head of the agency as ‘Antonia Moser’ before handing over the baton (and her name) to her daughter Margaret Williamson in 1908. The business struggled, however, and was eventually dissolved in 1916.20

Other names, such as Margaret Cook and Grace Fielding, cropped up occasionally in news reports, but by the time the first full International Police and Detective Directory was published in 1922, only two out of the forty-five top detective agencies listed in Britain were run by women. One belonged to Maud West; the other to Kate Easton.

Kate Easton was a good fifteen years older than Maud. She lived at Gray’s Inn, where there were solicitors and barristers galore to provide work, and had an office at the top of Shaftesbury Avenue. As far as I could tell, both women had set up their agencies in 1905, and each had a small army of male and female staff ready to do their bidding. For twenty years, their adverts battled it out in the newspapers, jostling for the attention of readers in a ping-pong of superlatives and definite articles:


Maud West – London’s Lady Detective

Kate Easton – The Lady Detective

Maud West – London’s Foremost Lady Detective Kate

Easton – London’s Leading Woman in every Branch of Detective Work



And so on.

Maud won eventually, if only because Kate Easton retired in 1929. By then, of course, Maud had been sending photographs of herself to the press with the caption ‘London’s only lady detective’ for quite some time.

Professional rivalry aside, both women had a lot to prove if they were to succeed. Detective work was a costly business and those who fell by the wayside appeared to do so mainly through bankruptcy. The work was well paid – for a week’s observation, Kate charged six guineas, with one typical investigation bringing in a total of £94, an amount many office clerks would have struggled to earn in a year21 – but a case could rack up substantial expenses with no guarantee of a successful outcome. Every detective had to deal with a quibbling client at some point. In 1912, for example, Kate Easton sued a woman who had hired her firm to watch an errant husband and then refused to pay on the grounds that someone had tipped him off that he was being followed.22

The trick seemed to be keeping these non-paying customers to a minimum by maintaining a good reputation and the trust of a large pool of wealthy clients. Unfortunately, most of these clients were to be found in ‘good society’ – the very place where the detective’s work was publicly most reviled. All detectives, male or female, faced this dilemma, but Kate and Maud also had to face down the critics and naysayers who maintained that sleuthing was no job for a woman. Each had her own armour in this fierce battle for the hearts, minds and wallets of the British elite.

Kate Easton’s armour was pure bluestocking defiance: ‘I have always done a man’s work, and I always will,’ she declared in 1907. She explained that she had started out as a correspondence clerk for a large wholesaler, where she did a little ad hoc spying for her boss, before developing her sleuthing skills first for a solicitor and then for a male private detective, until she was finally able to open her own agency. She undertook the usual work of any private detective: ‘... blackmail, divorce, evidence, robbery, I undertake it all; I have touched everything except murder.’23

Her client list also notably included suffragettes, such as Edith Wheelwright from Bath, who had been knocked out with chloroform by a female assailant and robbed of a pearl and emerald ring (an incident which the newspapers hinted was part of a wider internecine warfare between the suffragists of the West Country).24

Kate was herself a suffragist and joined the ‘No Vote – No Census!’ boycott of the 1911 national headcount.25 On the night of Sunday 2 April, with Emily Davison famously hiding in a broom cupboard in the House of Commons and other suffragettes enjoying midnight picnics on Wimbledon Common and rambles around Trafalgar Square, Kate put her feet up at home and prepared to meet the enumerator with stony silence. He got nothing out of her, but she was well known enough at Gray’s Inn for him to record her name, single status and profession. He also had a stab at her age, putting it at forty-five, but all other details on the form were left blank. A note at the bottom read, ‘N.B. Information Refused by Miss Easton.’

The previous year, she had also been involved in the two hotly contested general elections
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