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‘Snake’ Ganning was neither a great criminal nor a pleasant character, but he is interesting because he was the first victim of the organization led by the man known as the Saint, which was destined in the course of a few months to spread terror through the underworld of London – that ruthless association of reckless young men, brilliantly led, who worked on the side of the Law and who were yet outside the Law. There was to come a time when the mere mention of the Saint was sufficient to fill the most unimaginative malefactor with uneasy fears, when a man returning home late one night to find the sign of the Saint – a childish sketch of a little man with straight-hue body and limbs, and an absurd halo over his round blank head – chalked upon his door, would be sent instinctively spinning round with his back to the nearest wall and his hand flying to his hip pocket, and an icy tingle of dread prickling up his spine; but at the date of the Ganning episode the Saint had only just commenced operations, and his name had not yet come to be surrounded with the aura of almost supernatural infallibility which it was to earn for itself later.

Mr Ganning was a tall, incredibly thin man, with sallow features and black hair that was invariably oiled and brushed to a shiny sleekness. His head was small and round, and he carried it thrust forward to the full stretch of his long neck. Taking into the combination of physical characteristics the sinuous carriage of his body, the glittering beadiness of his expressionless black eyes, and the silent litheness with which he moved, it was easy to appreciate the aptness of his nickname. He was the leader of a particularly tough racecourse gang generally known as ‘The Snake’s Boys’, which subsisted in unmerited luxury on the proceeds of blackmailing bookmakers under threat of doing them grievous bodily harm; there were also a number of other unsavoury things about him which may be revealed in due course.

The actual motive for the interference of the Saint in the affairs of the Snake and his Boys was their treatment of Tommy Mitre on the occasion of his first venture into Turf finance. Tommy had always wanted to be a jockey, for horses were in his blood; but quite early in his apprenticeship he had been thrown and injured so severely that he had never been able to ride again, and he had had to content himself with the humble position of stable boy in a big training establishment. Then an uncle of Tommy’s, who had been a publican, died, leaving his nephew the tremendous fortune of two hundred pounds, and Tommy decided to try his luck in the Silver Ring. He took out a licence, had a board painted (‘Tommy Mitre – The Old Firm – Established 1822’) and enlisted a clerk. One day he went down to Brighton with this paraphernalia and the remains of his two hundred pounds, and it was not long before the Snake’s Boys spotted the stranger and made the usual demands. Tommy refused to pay. He ought to have known better, for the methods of the Snake had never been a secret in racing circles; but Tommy was like that – stubborn. He told the Snake exactly where he could go, and as a result Tommy Mitre was soundly beaten up by the Snake’s Boys when he was leaving the course, and his capital and his day’s profits were taken. And it so happened that Simon Templar had elected to enjoy a day’s racing at Brighton, and had observed the beating-up from a distance.

Snake Ganning and a select committee of the Boys spent the evening in Brighton celebrating, and left for London by a late train. So also did Simon Templar.

Thus it came to pass that the said Simon Templar wandered up the platform a couple of minutes before the train left, espied the Snake and three of the Boys comfortably ensconced in a First-class carriage, and promptly joined them.

The Saint, it should be understood, was a vision that gave plenty of excuse for the glances of pleased anticipation which were exchanged by the Snake and his favourite Boys as soon as they had summed him up. In what he called his ‘fighting kit’ – which consisted of disreputable grey flannel bags and a tweed shooting-jacket of almost legendary age – the Saint had the unique gift of appearing so immaculate that the least absent-minded commissionaire might have been pardoned for mistaking him for a millionaire duke. It may be imagined what a radiant spectacle he was in what he called his ‘gentleman disguise’.

His grey flannel suit fitted him with a staggering perfection, the whiteness of his shirt was dazzling, his tie shamed the rainbow. His soft felt hat appeared to be having its first outing since it left Bond Street. His chamois gloves were clearly being shown to the world for the first time. On his left wrist was a gold watch, and he carried a gold-mounted ebony walking-stick.

Everything, you understand, quietly but unmistakably of the very best, and worn with that unique air of careless elegance which others might attempt to emulate, but which only the Saint could achieve in all its glory . . .

As for the man – well, the Snake’s Boys had never had any occasion to doubt that their reputation for toughness was founded on more substantial demonstrations than displays of their skill at hunt-the-slipper at the YMCA on Saturday afternoons. The man was tall – about six feet two inches of him – but they didn’t take much count of that. Their combined heights totted up to twenty-four feet three inches. And although he wasn’t at all hefty, he was broad enough, and there was a certain solidity about his shoulders that would have made a cautious man think carefully before starting any unpleasantness – but that didn’t bother the Snake and his Boys. Their combined widths summed up to a shade over six feet. And the Saint had a clear tanned skin and a very clear blue eye – but even that failed to worry them. They weren’t running a beauty competition, anyway.

The important point was that the Saint had a gold cigarette-case and a large wad of banknotes. In. his innocent way, he counted over his pile before their very eyes, announced the total at two hundred and fifty pounds odd, and invited them to congratulate him on his luck. They congratulated him, politely. They remarked on the slowness of the train, and the Saint agreed that it was a boring journey. He said he wished there was some sort of entertainment provided by the railway company for the diversion of passengers on boring journeys. Somebody produced a pack of cards . . .

It can be said for them that they gave him the credit for having been warned by his grandmother about the danger of trying to find the Lady. The game selected was poker. The Saint apologetically warned them that he had only played poker once before in his life, but they said kindly that that didn’t matter a bit.

The fight started just five minutes before the train reached Victoria, and the porters who helped the Snake and his Boys out of the compartment were not thanked. They gave the Boys a bucket of water with which to revive the Snake himself, but they couldn’t do anything about his two black eyes or his missing front teeth.

Inspector Teal, who was waiting on the platform in the hope of seeing a much-wanted con-man, saw the injured warriors and was not sympathetic.

‘You’ve been fighting, Snake,’ he said brightly.

Ganning’s reply was unprintable, but Mr Teal was not easily shocked.

‘But I can describe him to you,’ said the Snake, becoming less profane. ‘Robbery with violence, that’s what it was. He set on us—’

‘ “Sat” is the past tense of “sit”,’ said Teal, shifting his gum to the other side of his mouth.

‘He’s got away with over three hundred quid that we made today—’

Teal was not interested.

‘Where d’you make it?’ he enquired. ‘Have you got a real printing press, or do you make it by hand? I didn’t know you were in the “slush” game, Snake.’

‘Look here, Teal,’ said Ganning, becoming more coherent. ‘You can say what you like about me, but I’ve got my rights, the same as anybody else. You’ve got to get after that man. Maybe you know things about him already. He’s either on a lay, or he’s just starting on one, you mark my words. See this!’

Mr Teal examined the envelope sleepily.

‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘A letter of introduction to me?’

‘He gave it to Ted when he got out. “That’s my receipt,” he said. Didn’t he, Ted? You look inside, Teal!’

The envelope was not sealed. Teal turned it over, and remarked on the flap the crest of the hotel which had provided it. Then, in his lethargic way, he drew out the contents – a single sheet of paper.

‘Portrait by Epstein,’ he drawled. ‘Quite a nice drawing, but it don’t mean anything to me outside of that. You boys have been reading too many detective stories lately, that’s the trouble with you.’
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The Saint read Edgar Hayn’s letter in the cocktail bar of the Piccadilly, over a timely Martini, but his glass stood for a long time untasted before him, for he had not to read far before he learned that Edgar Hayn was bigger game than he had ever dreamed.

Then he smoked two cigarettes, very thoughtfully, and made certain plans with a meticulous attention to detail. In half an hour he had formulated his strategy, but he spent another quarter of an hour and another cigarette going over it again and again in search of anything that he might have overlooked.

He did not touch his drink until he had decided that his plans were as foolproof as he could make them at such short notice.

The first move took him to Piccadilly Post Office, where he wrote out and despatched a lengthy telegram in code to one Norman Kent, who was at that time in Athens on the Saint’s business; and the Saint thanked his little gods of chance for the happy coincidence that had given him an agent on the spot. It augured well for the future.

Next he shifted across from the counter to a telephone-box, and called a number. For ten minutes he spoke earnestly to a certain Roger Conway, and gave minute directions. He had these orders repeated over to him to make sure that they were perfectly memorized and understood, and presently he was satisfied.

‘Hayn will have found out by now that I know about his connection with Chastel,’ he concluded, ‘that is, unless he’s posted that letter without looking at it. We’ve got to act on the assumption that he has found out, and therefore the rule about having nothing to do with me except through the safest of safe channels is doubly in force. I estimate that within the next forty-four hours a number of very strenuous efforts will be made to bump me off, and it won’t be any good shutting your eyes to it. It won’t be dear Edgar’s fault if I haven’t qualified for Kensal Green by Monday morning.’

Conway protested, and the Saint dealt shortly with that.

‘You’re a heap more useful to me working unknown,’ he said. ‘I can’t help it if your natural vanity makes you kick at having to hide your light under a bushel. There’s only need for one of us to prance about in the line of fire; and since they know me all round and upside down as it is, I’ve bagged the job. You don’t have to worry, I’ve never played the corpse yet, and I don’t feel like starting now!’

He was in the highest of spirits. The imminent prospect of violent and decisive action always got him that way. It made his blood tingle thrillingly through his veins, and set his eyes dancing recklessly, and made him bless the perfect training in which he had always kept his nerves and sinews. The fact that his life would be charged a five hundred per cent premium by any cautious insurance company failed to disturb his cheerfulness one iota. The Saint was made that way.

The ‘needle’ was a sensation that had never troubled his young life. For the next few hours there was nothing that he could do for the cause that he had made his own, and he therefore proposed to enjoy those hours on his own to the best of his ability. He was completely unperturbed by the thought of the hectic and perilous hours which were to follow the interlude of enjoyment – rather, the interlude gathered an added zest from the approach of zero hour.

He could not, of course, be sure that Hayn had discovered the abstraction of the letter; but that remained a distinct probability in spite of the Saint’s excellent experiment in forgery. And even without the discovery, the cheque he had obtained, and Hayn’s confidence in giving it, argued that there were going to be some very tense moments before the Monday morning. Simon Templar’s guiding principle, which had brought him miraculously unscathed through innumerable desperate adventures in the past, was to assume the worst and take no chances; and in this instance subsequent events were to prove that pessimistic principle the greatest and most triumphant motto that had ever been invented.

The Saint lunched at his leisure, and then relaxed amusingly in a convenient cinema until half past six. Then he returned home to dress, and was somewhat disappointed to find no reply to his cable waiting for him at his flat.

He dined and spent the night dancing at the Kit-Cat with the lovely and utterly delightful Patricia Holm, for the Saint was as human as the next man, if not more so, and Patricia Holm was his weakness then.

It was a warm evening, and they walked up Regent Street together, enjoying the fresh air. They were in Hanover Square, just by the corner of Brook Street, when the Saint saw the first thunder cloud, and unceremoniously caught Patricia Holm by the shoulders and jerked her back round the corner and out of sight. An opportune taxi came prowling by at that moment, and the Saint had hailed it and bundled the girl in before she could say a word.

‘I’m telling him to take you to the Savoy,’ he said. ‘You’ll book a room there, and you’ll stay there without putting even the tip of your pretty nose outside the door until I come and fetch you. You can assume that any message or messenger you receive is a fake. I don’t think they saw you, but I’m not risking anything. Refuse to pay any attention to anything or anybody but myself in person. I’ll be round Monday lunch-time, and if I’m not you can get hold of Inspector Teal and the lads and start raising Cain – but not before.’

The girl frowned suspiciously.

‘Saint,’ she said, in the dangerous tone that he knew and loved, ‘you’re trying to elbow me out again.’

‘Old darling,’ said the Saint quietly, ‘I’ve stopped trying to elbow you out and make you live a safe and respectable life. I know it can’t be done. You can come in on any game l take up, and I don’t care if we have to fight the massed gangs of bad hats in New York, Chicago, Berlin and London. But there’s just one kind of dirty work I’m not going to have you mixed up in, and this is it. Get me, old Pat? . . . Then s’long!’

He closed the door of the taxi, directed the driver, and watched it drive away. The Saint felt particularly anxious to keep on living at that moment . . . And then the taxi’s tail-light vanished round the corner, and Patricia Holm went with it; and the Saint turned with a sigh and an involuntary squaring of the shoulders, and swung into Brook Street.

He had observed the speedy-looking closed car that stood by the kerb directly outside the entrance to his flat, and he had seen the four men who stood in a little group on the pavement beside it conversing with all apparent innocence, and he had guessed the worst. The sum total of those deceptively innocuous fixtures and fittings seemed to him to bear the unmistakable hall-mark of the Hayn confederacy; for the Saint had what he called a nasty suspicious mind.

He strolled on at a leisurely pace. His left hand in his trouser pocket was sorting out the key of his front door; in his right hand he twirled the stick that in those days he never travelled without. His black felt hat was tilted over to the back of his head. In everything outward and visible he wore the mildest and most Saintly air of fashionable and elegant harmlessness, for the Saint was never so cool as when everything about him was flaming with red danger-signals. And as he drew near the little group he noticed that they fell suddenly silent, all turning in his direction.

The Saint was humming a little tune. It all looked too easy – nothing but a welcome and entertaining limbering-up for the big stuff that was to follow. He had slipped the front door key off the ring and transferred it to a side pocket of his jacket, where it would be more easily found in a hurry.

‘Excuse me,’ said the tallest of the four, taking a step forward to meet him.

‘I’m afraid I can’t excuse you, Snake,’ said the Saint regretfully, and swayed back from his toes as Ganning struck at him with a loaded cane.

The Saint felt the wind of the blow caress his face, and then a lightning left uppercut came rocketing up from his knees to impact on the point of Snake’s jaw, and Ganning was catapulted back into the arms of his attendant Boys.

Before any of them could recover from their surprise, Templar had leapt lightly up the steps to the portico, and had slipped the key into the lock. But as he turned and withdrew it, the other three came after him, leaving their chief to roll away into the gutter, and the Saint wheeled round to face them with the door swinging open behind him.

He held his stick in both hands, gave it a half-turn, and pulled. Part of the stick stripped away, and in the Saint’s right hand a long slim blade of steel glinted in the dim light. His first thrust took the leading Boy through the shoulder, and the other two checked.

The Saint’s white teeth flashed in an unpleasant smile.

‘You’re three very naughty children,’ said the Saint, ‘and I’m afraid I shall have to report you to your Sunday School teacher. Go a long way away, and don’t come near me again for years and years!’

The rapier in his hand gleamed and whistled, and the two Boys recoiled with gasps of agony as the supple blade lashed across their faces. And then, as they sprang blindly to attack, the Saint streaked through the door and slammed it on them.

He turned the sword back into a stick, and went unhurriedly up the stairs to his flat, which was the first floor.

Looking down from the window, he saw the four men gathered together engaged in furious deliberation. One of them was mopping about inside his coat with an insanitary handkerchief, and the Snake was sagging weakly back against the side of the car holding his jaw. There were frequent gesticulations in the direction of the Saint’s windows. After a time, the four men climbed into the car and drove away.

The brief affray had left the Saint completely unruffled. If you had taken his pulse then, you would have found it ticking over at not one beat above or below its normal 75. He sauntered across the room, switched on the lights, and put away his hat and stick, still humming gently to himself.

Propped up on the table, in a prominent position, was a cable envelope. Without any hurry, the Saint poured himself out a modest whisky, lighted a cigarette, and then fetched a small black notebook from its hiding-place behind a picture. Provided with these essentials, the Saint settled down on the edge of the table, ripped up the envelope, and extracted the flimsy.

‘Elephant revoke,’ the message began. A little further on was the name Chandler. And near the end of the closely-written sheet were the words: ‘Caterpillar diamonds ten spades four chicane hearts knave overcall’.

‘Elephant’ was the code word for Hayn; Chastel was ‘Caterpillar’. ‘Revoke’ meant ‘has changed his mind’. And the Saint could almost decode the sentence which included the words ‘chicane’ and ‘overcall’ at sight.

In his little black book, against the names of every card in the pack, and every bridge and poker term, were short sentences broadly applicable to almost any purpose about which his fellowship of freebooters might wish to communicate; and with the aid of this book, and a pencil, the Saint translated the message and wrote the interpretation between the lines. The information thus gleaned was in confirmation of what he had already deduced since purloining and reading Hayn’s letter to Chastel, and the Saint was satisfied.

He opened his portable typewriter, and wrote a letter. It was the Saint’s first official communiqué.


To Chief Inspector Teal

Criminal Investigation Department

New Scotland Yard

SW1


Sir,


I recommend to your notice Edgar Hayn, formerly Heine, of 27, Portugal Mansions, Hampstead. He is the man behind Danny’s Club in Soho, and a well-timed raid on that establishment, with particular attention to a secret door in the panelling of the ground floor lounge (which is opened by an electric control in Hayn’s office in the basement) will give you an interesting insight into the methods of card-sharping deluxe.

More important than this, Hayn is also the man behind Laserre, the Regent Street perfumiers, the difference being that George Edward Braddon, the manager, is not a figurehead, but an active partner. A careful watch kept on future consignments received from the Continent by Laserre will provide adequate proof that the main reason for the existence of Laserre is cocaine. The drug is smuggled into England in cases of beauty preparations shipped by Hayn’s foreign agents and quite openly declared – as dutiable products, that is, in every case, there will be found a number of boxes purporting to contain face powder, but actually containing cocaine.

Hayn’s European agent is a French national of Levantine extraction named Henri Chastel. The enclosed letter, in Hayn’s own handwriting, will be sufficient to prove that Hayn and Chastel were up to their necks in the whole European dope traffic.

Chastel, who is at present in Athens, will be dealt with by my agent there. I regret that I cannot hand him over to the regular processes of justice; but the complications of nationality and extradition treaties would, I fear, defeat this purpose.

By the time you receive this, I shall have obtained from Hayn the donation to charity which it is my intention to exact before passing him on to you for punishment, and you may at once take steps to secure his arrest. He has a private Moth aeroplane at Stag Lane Aerodrome, Edgware, which has for some time been kept in readiness against the necessity for either himself or one of his valued agents to make a hasty getaway. A watch kept on the aerodrome, therefore, should ensure the frustration of this scheme.

In the future, you may expect to hear from me at frequent intervals.

Assuring you of my best services at all times, I remain, etc,

The Saint.


With this epistle, besides Hayn’s letter, Templar enclosed his artistic trademark. So that there should be no possibility of tracing him, he had had the paper on which it was drawn specially obtained by Stannard from the gaming rooms at Danny’s for the purpose.

He addressed the letter, and after a preliminary survey of the street to make sure that the Snake had not returned or sent deputies, he walked to a nearby pillarbox and posted it. It would not be delivered until Monday morning, and the Saint reckoned that that would give him all the time he needed.

Back in his flat, the Saint called up the third of his lieutenants, who was one Dicky Tremayne, and gave him instructions concerning the protection of Gwen Chandler. Finally he telephoned another number and called Jerry Stannard out of bed to receive orders.

At last he was satisfied that everything had been done that he had to do.

He went to the window, drew the curtains aside a cautious half-inch, and looked down again. A little further up Brook Street, on the other side of the road, a blue Furillac sports saloon had drawn up by the kerb. The Saint smiled approvingly.

He turned out the lights in the sitting-room, went through to his bedroom, and began to undress. When he rolled up his left sleeve, there was visible a little leather sheath strapped to his forearm, and in this sheath he carried a beautifully-balanced knife – a mere six inches of razor-keen, leaf-shaped blade and three inches of carved ivory hilt. This was Anna, the Saint’s favourite throwing-knife. The Saint could impale a flying champagne cork with Anna at twenty paces. He considered her present place of concealment a shade too risky, and transferred the sheath to the calf of his right leg. Finally, he made sure that his cigarette-case contained a supply of a peculiar kind of cigarette.

Outside, in the street, an ordinary bulb motor-horn hooted with a peculiar rhythm. It was a pre-arranged signal, and the Saint did not have to look out again to know that Ganning had returned. And then, almost immediately, a bell rang, and the indicator in the kitchen showed him that it was the bell of the front door.

‘They must think I’m a mug!’ murmured the Saint.

But he was wrong – he had forgotten the fire-escape across the landing outside the door of his flat.

A moment later he heard, down the tiny hall, a dull crash and a sound of splintering wood. It connected up in his mind with the ringing of the front door bell, and he realized that he had no monopoly of pre-arranged signals. That ringing had been to tell the men who had entered at the back that their companions were ready at the front of the building. The Saint acknowledged that he had been trapped into underrating the organizing ability of Edgar Hayn.

Unthinkingly, he had left his automatic in his bedroom


















About the Author

‘I’m mad enough to believe in romance. And I’m sick and tired of this age – tired of the miserable little mildewed things that people racked their brains about, and wrote books about, and called life. I wanted something more elementary and honest – battle, murder, sudden death, with plenty of good beer and damsels in distress, and a complete callousness about blipping the ungodly over the beezer. It mayn’t be life as we know it, but it ought to be.’

Leslie Charteris in a 1935 BBC radio interview



Leslie Charteris was born Leslie Charles Bowyer-Yin in Singapore on 12 May 1907.

He was the son of a Chinese doctor and his English wife, who’d met in London a few years earlier. Young Leslie found friends hard to come by in colonial Singapore. The English children had been told not to play with Eurasians and the Chinese children had been told not to play with Europeans. Leslie was caught in between, and took refuge in reading.

‘I read a great many good books and enjoyed them because nobody had told me that they were classics. I also read a great many bad books which nobody told me not to read…I read a great many popular scientific articles and acquired from them an astonishing amount of general knowledge before I discovered that this acquisition was supposed to be a chore.’1

One of his favourite things to read was a magazine called Chums. ‘The Best and Brightest Paper for Boys’ (if you believe the adverts) was a monthly periodical paper full of swashbuckling adventure stories aimed at boys, encouraging them to be honourable and moral and perhaps even ‘upright citizens with furled umbrellas.’2 Undoubtedly these type of stories would influence his later work.

When his parents split up, shortly after the end of World War I, he accompanied his mother and brother back to England, where he was sent to Rossall School in Fleetwood, Lancashire. Rossall was then a very stereotypical English public school, and it struggled to cope with this multilingual mixed race boy, just into his teens, who’d already seen more of the world than many of his peers would see in their lifetime. He was an outsider.

He left Rossall in 1924. Keen to pursue a creative career, he decided to study art in Paris – after all, that was where the great artists went – but soon found that the life of a literally starving artist didn’t appeal. He continued writing, firing off speculative stories to magazines, and it was the sale of a short story to Windsor Magazine that saved him from penury.

He returned to London in 1925 as his parents – particularly his father – wanted him to become a lawyer, and he was sent to study law at Cambridge University. In the mid-1920s Cambridge was full of Bright Young Things – aristocrats and bohemians somewhat typified in the Evelyn Waugh novel Vile Bodies – and again the mixed race Bowyer-Yin found that he didn’t fit in. He was an outsider who preferred to make his own way in the world and wasn’t one of the privileged upper class. It didn’t help that he found his studies boring, and decided it was more fun contemplating ways to circumvent the law. This inspired him to write a novel, and when publishers Ward Lock & Co. offered him a three book deal on the strength of it he abandoned his studies to pursue a writing career.

When his father learnt of this he was not impressed as he considered writers to be ‘rogues and vagabonds’. Charteris would later recall that ‘I wanted to be a writer, he wanted me to become a lawyer. I was stubborn, he said I would end up in the gutter. So I left home. Later on, when I had a little success, we were reconciled by letter, but I never saw him again.’3

X Esquire, his first novel, appeared in April 1927. The lead character, X Esquire, is a mysterious hero, hunting down and killing the businessmen trying to wipe out Britain by distributing quantities of free poisoned cigarettes. His second novel, The White Rider, was published the following spring and in one memorable scene shows the hero chasing after his damsel in distress only for him to overtake the villains, leap into their car…and promptly faint.

These two plot highlights may go some way to explaining Charteris’ comment on Meet – the Tiger!, published in September 1928, that ‘It was only the third book I’d written, and the best I would say for it was that the first two were even worse.’4

Twenty-one-year-old authors are naturally self-critical. Despite reasonably good reviews, the Saint didn’t set the world on fire, and Charteris moved on to a new hero for his next book.

This was The Bandit, an adventure story featuring Ramon Francisco De Castilla y Espronceda Manrique, published in the summer of 1929 after its serialisation in the Empire News, a now long-forgotten Sunday newspaper. But sales of The Bandit were less than impressive and Charteris began to question his choice of career. It was all very well writing – but if nobody wants to read what you write, what’s the point?

‘I had to succeed, because before me loomed the only alternative, the dreadful penalty of failure...the routine office hours, the five-day week...the lethal assimilation into the ranks of honest, hard-working, conformist, God-fearing pillars of the community.’5

However his fortunes – and the Saint’s – were about to change. In late 1928 Leslie had met Monty Haydon, a London-based editor who was looking for writers to pen stories for his new paper, The Thriller – The Paper of a Thousand Thrills. Charteris later recalled that ‘He said he was starting a new magazine, had read one of my books and would like some stories from me. I couldn’t have been more grateful, both from the point of view of vanity and finance!’6

The paper launched in early 1929 and Charteris’ first work appeared in issue 4 (dated 2 March 1929): ‘The Story of a Dead Man’, featuring Jimmy Traill. That was followed just over a month later by ‘The Secret of Beacon Inn’, starring Ramses ‘Pip’ Smith. At the same time Leslie finished writing another non-Saint novel, Daredevil, which would be published in late 1929. Storm Arden was the hero; more notably, the book saw the first introduction of a Scotland Yard Inspector by the name of Claud Eustace Teal.

The Saint returned in the thirteenth issue of The Thriller magazine. The byline proclaimed that the tale was ‘A Thrilling Complete Story of the Underworld’; the title was ‘The Five Kings’; and it actually featured Four Kings and a Joker. Simon Templar, of course, was the Joker.

Charteris spent the rest of 1929 telling the adventures of the Five Kings in five subsequent Thriller stories: ‘It was very hard work, for the pay was lousy, but Monty Haydon was a brilliant and stimulating editor, full of ideas. While he didn’t actually help shape the Saint as a character, he did suggest story lines. He would take me out to lunch and say, “What are you going to write about next?” I’d often say I was damned if I knew. And Monty would say, “Well I was reading something the other day...” He had a fund of ideas and we would talk them over, and then I would go away and write a story. He was a great creative editor.’

Charteris would have one more attempt at writing about a hero other than Simon Templar, in three novelettes published in The Thriller in early 1930, but he swiftly returned to the Saint. This was partly due to his self-confessed laziness – he wanted to write more stories for The Thriller and other magazines, and creating a new hero for every story was hard work – but mainly due to feedback from Monty Haydon. It seemed people wanted to read more adventures of the Saint.

Charteris would contribute over forty stories to The Thriller throughout the 1930s. Shortly after their debut he persuaded publisher Hodder & Stoughton that if he collected some of these stories and rewrote them a little, they could publish them as a Saint book. Enter the Saint was first published in August 1930, and the reaction was good enough for the publishers to bring out another collection. And another…

Of the twenty Saint books published in the 1930s, almost all have their origins in those magazine stories.

Why was the Saint so popular throughout the decade? Aside from the charm and ability of Charteris’ storytelling, the stories, particularly those published in the first half of the 30s, are full of energy and joie de vivre. With economic depression rampant throughout the period, the public at large seemed to want some escapism.

And Simon Templar’s appeal was wide-ranging: he wasn’t an upper-class hero like so many of the period. With no obvious background and no attachment to the Old School Tie, no friends in high places who could provide a Get Out of Jail Free card, the Saint was uniquely classless. Not unlike his creator.

Throughout his formative years Charteris’ heritage had been an issue. In his early days in Singapore, during his time at school, at Cambridge University or even just in everyday life, he couldn’t avoid the fact that for many people his mixed parentage was a problem. He would later tell a story of how he was chased up the road by a stick-waving typical English gent who took offence to his daughter being escorted around town by a foreigner.

Like the Saint he was an outsider. And although he had spent a significant portion of his formative years in England, he couldn’t settle.

As a young boy he had read of an America ‘peopled largely by Indians, and characters in fringed buckskin jackets who fought nobly against them. I spent a great deal of time day-dreaming about a visit to this prodigious and exciting country.’7

It was time to realise this wish. Charteris and his first wife Pauline, whom he’d met in London when they were both teenagers and married in 1931, set sail for the States in late 1932; the Saint had already made his debut in America courtesy of the publisher Doubleday. Charteris and his wife found a New York still experiencing the tail-end of Prohibition, and times were tough at first. Despite sales to American magazine and others, it wasn’t until a chance meeting with writer-turned-Hollywood-executive Bartlett McCormack in their favourite speakeasy that Charteris’ career stepped up a gear.

Soon Charteris was in Hollywood, working on what would become the 1933 movie Midnight Club. However Hollywood’s treatment of writers wasn’t to Charteris’ taste and he began to yearn for home. Within a few months he returned to the UK and began writing more Saint stories for Monty Haydon and Bill McElroy.

He also rewrote a story he’d sketched out whilst in the States, a version of which had been published in American magazine in September 1934. This new novel, The Saint in New York, published in 1935, was a significant advance for the Saint and Leslie Charteris. Gone were the high jinks and the badinage. The youthful exuberance evident in the Saint’s early adventures had evolved into something a little darker, a little more hard-boiled. It was the next stage in development for the author and his creation, and readers loved it. It became a bestseller on both sides of the Atlantic.

Having spent his formative years in places as far apart as Singapore and England, with substantial travel in between, it should be no surprise that Charteris had a serious case of wanderlust. With a bestseller under his belt, he now had the means to see more of the world.

1936 found him in Tenerife, researching another Saint adventure alongside translating the biography of Juan Belmonte, a well-known Spanish matador. Estranged for several months, he and Pauline divorced in 1937. The following year he married an American, Barbara Meyer, who’d accompanied him to Tenerife. In early 1938 Charteris and his new bride set off in a trailer of his own design and spent eighteen months travelling round America and Canada.

The Saint in New York had reminded Hollywood of Charteris’ talents, and film rights to the novel were sold prior to publication in 1935. Although the proposed 1935 film production was rejected by the Hays Office for its violent content, RKO’s eventual 1938 production persuaded Charteris to try his luck once more in Hollywood.

New opportunities had opened up, and throughout the 1940s the Saint appeared not only in books and movies, but in a newspaper strip, a comic book series and on radio.

Anyone wishing to adapt the character in any medium found a stern taskmaster in Charteris. He was never completely satisfied, nor was he shy of showing his displeasure. He did, however, ensure that copyright in any Saint adventure belonged to him, even if scripted by another writer – a contractual obligation that he was to insist on throughout his career.

Charteris was soon spread thin, overseeing movies, comics, newspapers and radio versions of his creation, and this, along with his self-proclaimed laziness, meant that Saint books were becoming fewer and further between. However, he still enjoyed his creation: in 1941 he indulged himself in a spot of fun by playing the Saint – complete with monocle and moustache – in a photostory in Life magazine.

In July 1944 he started collaborating under a pseudonym on Sherlock Holmes radio scripts, subsequently writing more adventures for Holmes than Conan Doyle. Not all his ventures were successful – a screenplay he was hired to write for Deanna Durbin, Lady On A Train, took him a year and ultimately bore little resemblance to the finished film. In the mid-1940s Charteris successfully sued RKO pictures for unfair competition after they launched a new series of films starring George Sanders as a debonair crime fighter known as The Falcon. But he kept faith with his original character, and the Saint novels continued to adapt to the times. The transatlantic Saint evolved into something of a private operator, working for the mysterious Hamilton and becoming, not unlike his creator, a world traveller, finding that adventure would seek him out.

‘I have never been able to see why a fictional character should not grow up, mature, and develop, the same as anyone else. The same, if you like, as his biographer. The only adequate reason is that – so far as I know – no other fictional character in modern times has survived a sufficient number of years for these changes to be clearly observable. I must confess that a lot of my own selfish pleasure in the Saint has been in watching him grow up.’8

Charteris maintained his love of travel and was soon to be found sailing round the West Indies with his good friend Gregory Peck. His forays abroad gave him even more material and he began to write true crime articles as well as an occasional column in Gourmet magazine.

By the early 50s Charteris himself was feeling strained. He’d divorced his second wife in 1943 and got together with a New York radio and night-club singer called Betty Bryant Borst, who he married in late 1943. That relationship had fallen apart acrimoniously towards the end of the decade and he roamed the globe restlessly, rarely in one place for longer than a couple of months. He continued to maintain a firm grip on the exploitation of the Saint in various media, but was writing little himself. The Saint had become an industry, and Charteris couldn't keep up. He began thinking seriously about an early retirement.

Then in 1951 he met a young actress called Audrey Long when they became next-door neighbours in Hollywood. Within a year they had married, a union that was to last the rest of his life.

He attacked life with a new vitality. They travelled – Nassau was a favoured escape spot – and he wrote. He struck an agreement with the New York Herald Tribune for a Saint comic strip which would appear daily and be written by Charteris himself. The strip ran for thirteen years with Charteris sending in his hand-written storylines from wherever he happened to be, relying on mail services around the world to continue the Saint's adventures. New Saint books began to appear, and Charteris reached a height of productivity not seen since his days as a struggling author trying to establish himself. As he and Audrey travelled, so did the Saint, visiting locations just after his creator had been there.

By 1953 the Saint had already enjoyed twenty-five years of success, and The Saint Magazine was launched. Charteris had become adept at exploiting his creation to the full, mixing new stories with repackaged older stories, sometimes rewritten, sometimes mixed up in 'new' anthologies, sometimes adapted from radio scripts previously written by other writers.

Charteris had been approached several times over the years for television rights in the Saint, and had expended much time and effort during the 1950s trying to get the Saint on TV, even going so far as to write sample scripts himself, but it wasn’t to be. He finally agreed a deal in autumn 1961 with English film producers Robert S. Baker and Monty Berman. The first episode of The Saint television series, starring Roger Moore, went into production in June 1962. The series was an immediate success, though Charteris himself had his reservations. It reached second place in the ratings, but he commented that ‘in that distinction it was topped by wrestling, which only suggested to me that the competition may not have been so hot; but producers are generally cast in a less modest mould.’ He resented the implication that the TV series had finally made a success of the Saint after twenty-five years of literary obscurity.

As long as the series lasted Charteris was not shy about voicing his criticisms both in public and in a constant stream of memos to the producers. ‘Regular followers of the Saint Saga…must have noticed that I am almost incapable of simply writing a story and shutting up.’9 Nor was he shy about exploiting this new market by agreeing a series of tie-in novelisations ghosted by other writers, which he would then rewrite before publication.

Charteris mellowed as the series developed and found elements to praise too. He developed a close friendship with producer Robert S. Baker, which would last until Charteris' death.

In the early sixties, on one of their frequent trips to England, he and Audrey bought a house in Surrey which became their permanent base. He explored the possibility of a Saint musical and began writing some of it himself.

Charteris no longer needed to work. Now in his sixties, he supervised the Saint from a distance whilst continuing to travel and indulge himself. He and Audrey made seasonal excursions to Ireland and the south of France, where they had residences. He began to write poetry and devised a new universal sign language, Paleneo, based on notes and symbols he used in his diaries. Once Paleneo was released he decided enough was enough and announced, again, his retirement. This time he meant it.

The Saint continued regardless – there was a long-running Swedish comic strip, and new novels with other writers doing the bulk of the work were complemented in the 1970s with Bob Baker's revival of the TV series, titled Return of The Saint.

Ill-health began to take its toll. By the early 1980s, although he continued a healthy correspondence with the outside world, he felt unable to keep up with the collaborative Saint books and pulled the plug on them.

To entertain himself, Leslie took to ‘trying to beat the bookies in predicting the relative speed of horses’, a hobby which resulted in several of his local betting shops refusing to take 'predictions' from him as he was too successful for their liking.

He still received requests to publish his work abroad but had become completely cynical about further attempts to revive the Saint. A new Saint Magazine only lasted three issues, and two TV productions – The Saint In Manhattan with Tom Selleck look-alike Andrew Clarke, and The Saint with Simon Dutton – left him bitterly disappointed. ‘I fully expect this series to lay eggs everywhere…the only satisfaction I have is in looking at my bank balance.’10

In the early 1990s Hollywood producers Robert Evans and William J. Macdonald approached him and made a deal for the Saint to return to cinema screens. Charteris still took great care of the Saint's reputation and wrote an outline entitled The Return of The Saint – in which an older Saint would meet the son he didn't know he had.

Much of his last year was taken up with the movie. Several scripts were submitted to him – each moving further and further away from his original concept – but the screenwriter from 1940s Hollywood was thoroughly disheartened by the Hollywood of the 90s: ‘...there is still no plot, no real story, no characterisations, no personal interaction, nothing but endless frantic violence...’ Besides, with producer Bill Macdonald hitting the headlines for the most unSaintly reasons, he was to add ‘How can Bill Macdonald concentrate on my Saint movie when he has Sharon Stone in his bed?’

In 1992, the Crime Writers' Association of Great Britain presented Charteris with a Lifetime Achievement award in a special ceremony at the House of Lords. Never one for associations and awards, and although visibly unwell, he accepted the award with grace and humour (‘I am now only waiting to be carbon-dated’, he joked). He suffered a slight stroke in his final weeks, which did not prevent him from dining out locally with family and friends, before he finally passed away at the age of 85 on 15 April 1993.

His death severed one of the final links with the classic thriller genre of the 1930s and 1940s, but he left behind a legacy of nearly one hundred books, countless short stories, and TV, film, radio and comic-strip adaptations of his work which will endure for generations to come.



‘I was always sure that there was a solid place in escape literature for a rambunctious adventurer such as I dreamed up in my youth, who really believed in the old-fashioned romantic ideals and was prepared to lay everything on the line to bring them to life. A joyous exuberance that could not find its fulfilment in pinball machines and pot. I had what may now seem a mad desire to spread the belief that there were worse, and wickeder, nut cases than Don Quixote.

‘Even now, half a century later, when I should be old enough to know better, I still cling to that belief. That there will always be a public for the old-style hero, who had a clear idea of justice, and a more than technical approach to love, and the ability to have some fun with his crusades.’11
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