
16th June: Bodies from the Library:  

A conference at the British Library “Unearthing Bodies from the Library”. 

 

After a brief welcome to all, Martin Edwards introduced a discussion of Golden 

Age Short Story Anthologies which was chaired by Christine Poulson and 

included Martin Edwards and Tony Medawar. 

 

Both writers were started on the path by Sherlock Holmes; Martin wrote his first 

short story at aged 10 and it is “thankfully unpublished”!  They lamented the 

reduced outlet for short stories despite the fact that this form is still very popular.  A 

minority of writers are better at short stories than at full length novels.  Martin and 

Tony then discussed the output of some writers, such as Vincent Cornier, who  

wrote excellent short stories with unbelievable plots, but they are great fun. 

 

Tony said that sometimes stories are uncollected for a reason; a mixed anthology is 

bound to include some stories that deserve to forgotten but will be included for sake 

of completeness for author’s work.  When they are composing anthologies both 

writers found that old authors are often difficult to access because agents and 

publishers have digitized, lost or thrown out records.  They have both found 

examples of forgotten authors in the archives of strange places, for example in (often 

long deceased) newspapers.  Martin made a point of saying that he was indebted to 

people making suggestions about where works might be found;  he especially 

mentioned his friend the late Bob Adey who was full of inspiring ideas for places to 

look. 

 

The discussion moved on to why some authors write short stories: it can be the 

subject material, or the characters or for some other reason. A minority of writers are 

better at short stories than full length novels: Sayers works more happily with the 

space to develop, Chesterton and Conan Doyle are better at shorts.  Martin says he 

likes to write short stories between novels as a change of pace. For example for his 

new book  for Gallows Court (due in the Autumn), he wrote a short story to introduce 

the idea to himself.  It is an obscure connection but there is a link: he was trialling a 

character in the short story, which is useful even if it is never published. 

 

The discussion was ended by each making a choice of a desert island anthology – 

which one would they take if they were cast away on a desert island. [There is long 

running radio programme, Desert Island Discs, in the UK where famous people 

choose eight (usually music) discs with which they would choose to be cast away.] 

 

Martin would take Tales of Detection by Dorothy L Sayers, because there are some 

very interesting stories and it was a revelation to him when he first read it, and does 

not cease to inspire him. 

 



Tony would take 50 famous Detectives of fiction, first published by Odhams Press in  

about 1938.  It gives a brilliant overview of Golden Age stories. 

 

 

The next speaker was John Curran: The Crime Files “A New Era in Crime Fiction”.  

These were books by Dennis Wheatley and J G Links, Helen Reilly and Q Patrick 

where the reader is given the facts to determine his/her own detection and there is a 

sealed solution at the back. 

 

JG Links 1904-1997, started in his father’s fur trade,  married Edwin Lutyens’ 

daughter and was an expert on Venice.   

 

Dennis Wheatley 1897-1977, was said to have sold 1 million books in the year 1960.  

He had been involved in WWII military deception and planning, and wrote 60+ 

novels plus 9 volumes of autobiography (!). He, along with his thrillers, was featured 

during the Essex Book Festival weekend in Southend in January 2018.  

 

These two writers specialised in Armchair Detection (pioneered by E A Poe.) where 

the reader is given the same information as the detective and invited to find the 

solution for themselves.  A perfect copy of the book will have the solution in an 

envelope unopened in the back of the book.   Examples are Murder off Miami, where 

the story is well done, if not entirely original; Who killed Robert Prentice?, whose 

original contains a phial of perfume (very often not present in second hand copies!) 

and also a torn photo which was considered injurious to morals, so was banned in 

Germany and Ireland (most of these books were banned in Ireland).  The Malinsay 

Massacre contains  some aspects of the plot which are not workable. Herewith the 

Clues, 1939  contains photographs of the suspects, which are of people who were 

moderately well-known at the time of publication. It was intended more as a board 

game than a novel and was a flop, and remaindered.  Criminals in the story are 

supposed to be from the IRA but it is of the wrong period as the book is set long 

before the IRA were active.  

 

Helen Reilly (1892-1962) wrote The File on Rufus Ray 1937  which is a most 

convincing police file with no clever gimmicks.  It proves to be competent rather 

than ingenious and not very riveting.   

 

Q Patrick’s File on Fenton and Farr (1937) has a confusing authorship (described as 

now a man, now two men, now possibly two women as well).  The main clue is a 

photograph but it is taken in darkened room, supposedly during  a séance, which 

makes the print virtually unreadable and so useless to the reader. 

 

Conclusion: a great idea which somehow doesn’t quite live up to expectations. 

 



Rachel Reeves MP then spoke on Ellen Wilkinson, MP and detective novelist: the 

second woman to sit in Cabinet, in her case under Clement, later Lord Attlee.  She 

had flame red hair, and a flamboyant style of dress and of politics. She was elected 

five years after Nancy Astor, who was the first female MP to take her seat. 

 

The Division Bell Mystery captures the political scene and intrigues, charting the 

culture and history of the House of Commons. Wilkinson  believed the gender 

struggle was part of the class struggle. Representing Middlesbrough East in 1924, 

she was the only Labour woman to be elected to that date. Parliament was very 

male-dominated with poor facilities and cultural norms which made women 

unwelcome.  She worked hard to change that attitude.  She dressed in eye-catching 

colours, defying Astor’s advice to dress more modestly. She championed working 

classes and was a passionate opponent of appeasement.  She collaborated across-

party with Rathbone and Astor to oppose the fascism of the Spanish Civil War.   She 

had several love affairs, including with Herbert Morrison under whose (Home 

Office) Ministry she was in charge of Air Raid Shelters and Fire-watching during the 

second World War.  As MP for Jarrow (1935) she organised the 1936 Jarrow March of 

the unemployed to Parliament asking for the right to work, for which they received 

sympathy but little action. In 1945 she joined Attlee’s Labour Government  and in 

the New Year’s Honours List she became only the third woman to be made a Privy 

Counsellor. 

 

While she was out of Parliament, between winning her Middlesbrough and Jarrow 

seats, she wrote The Division Bell Mystery, which is set in the House of Commons.  Its 

appeal is two-fold: capturing the contemporary era and also the setting in the House 

of Commons, into which it gives compelling insights. There are differences between 

then and now: women are now allowed into the Smoking Room (but  a further 

difference is that no-one can smoke in there any longer!).  There are also similarities 

with today. Some of the action takes place in Dining Room J – the series of alphabet 

dining rooms still exists. “Lady Bell Clinton” is clearly Nancy Astor, who can’t avoid 

saying the first thing that comes into her head! 

 

Ellen Wilkinson died very suddenly in 1947, of pneumonia and an overdose of 

(largely self-)prescribed medication, in St Mary’s Hospital, Paddington. A great loss!  

Apart from The Division Bell Mystery her half-dozen books were about the plight of 

workers and the evils of Fascism. 

 

Francis Durbridge: Steven Durbridge (son of Frances) Melvin Barnes (described by 

Dolores Gordon Smith as “All things Durbridge”) and David Brawn (who is about 

to publish a book about FD). Chaired by Dolores Gordon Smith. 

 

April 2018 was 20th anniversary of Frances Durbridge’s  death and the 80th 

anniversary of Paul Temple broadcast on the radio. Paul Temple  has been 



internationally popular, mainly in English speaking nations, but also in translation, 

for instance in Germany where the books were called “streetsweepers” because 

people stayed at home to watch or listen.  

 

Durbridge worked every day, writing novels, radio plays, small sketches for variety 

shows and a stage play (which would have been censored: The Lord Chamberlain’s 

library ended up in the  British library, where the play was found).  

 

The theme tune played for the early Paul Temple series was  Rimsky Korsakov’s 

Scheherazade, but later series used Coronation Scott by Vivian Ellis. All of the plays are 

now available on Amazon Audible, sometimes using new productions where the 

script was available, but no recording exists of the original.  The re-creators have 

used sound equipment of the period and also the correct theme tune where they 

have re-made stories. 

 

Durbridge as a person was very private and wrote no autobiography. His books and 

plays deal with everyday life in the Home Counties and the people he mixed with.  

He lived in Walton-on-Thames and went to theatre frequently;  he wrote about the 

minutiae of (his) everyday life.  He loved cars. (In the Paul Temple stories, Steve 

can’t get in one without it going “bang”!... ) 

 

Durbridge was born in  Hull, but shares with DLS (who worked there for eighteen 

months) the distinction of not being recognised by that city in its year as City of 

Culture 2017. He was brought up in the Midlands.   

 

All Paul Temple books are reissued now by Collins Crime Club, most of them 

uncovered by Melvin Barnes. Durbridge used a variety of pseudonyms when he was 

young, probably to enable him to get published.  The stories are always of  gentle 

domestic scenes, with some violence, giving a good context of the social period. He 

only ever worked for the BBC, would not work for ITV who tried to tempt him away 

but when ITV offered him a huge sum to move across to them, the BBC matched 

what ITV offered and he stayed where he was. From 1960 onwards, the BBC put his 

name above all other credits, a privilege not given to anyone else at the time. 

 

Durbridge had an instinct about not flooding the market (Unlike Dick Barton, Special 

Agent, who was on the radio every day). He worked to the same themes each time: a 

gang of criminals with an evil leader, usually revealed in the 10th episode.  The actors 

chosen for the rôles were excellent: Peter Cook and Marjorie Westbury for the most 

part. Peter Cook was chosen to replace Kim Peacock who, it was felt, delivered the 

lines too slowly. Durbridge was a master of the cliff-hanger and of good pacing; he 

often used an object in a story which was mentioned and then repeated in every 

episode.  

 



There was an attempt to transfer to TV, but it did not succeed, mainly because his 

style does not work visually – he leaves so much to the listener’s imagination. 

 

 

The next talk was (“The Inevitable Martin Edwards” –  Simon Brett) Martin 

Edwards: “The Excellent Richard Hull”.  Hull was a business professional who 

lived at the United Universities Club and told the visitors that he was “the club 

bore”. An accountant by training, he claimed to be no good at it. His writing career 

was influenced by reading Francis Iles’ Malice Aforethought.  

 

He was born Richard Henry Sampson. (1896-1973). He left school in 1914 at the 

outbreak of war and obtained a commission, serving in France for the entire time. 

After the war he was articled to a firm of accountants and then between 1925 and 

1935 he set up in business on his own.  He claimed never to have enjoyed 

accounting, being an indifferent mathematician, and ceased to work as an 

independent accountant after the success of his first book The Murder of my Aunt. At 

one point he suffered from colitis so badly that he was unable to eat anything but 

biscuits and jelly for a year.  During the second World War he was called back to the 

army and served in London as a cost accountant for the Admiralty.  

 

His 1934 novel: The Murder of My Aunt received wonderful reviews and was praised 

by DLS. He later told his nephew that he had written a dozen books though actually 

he had written 15 – so he really was not a good accountant! Keep it Quiet was set in a 

London club.  My own Murderer is adjudged to be the finest; it is narrated by a 

solicitor called “Richard Henry Sampson”(!) who helps to try to conceal the crime 

and constantly persuades himself that he is ahead of the game,  but in reality he 

isn’t.  

 

Other books include The Unfortunate Murder (1942), Left handed Death (1946) and Last 

First (1947) in which the last chapter appears first and the book is dedicated to all 

those who turn to the read the last chapter before they read anything else! (Martin 

says it is a shame the rest of the book does not live up to this promise.) 

 

Hull showed courage as a writer. He was innovative; he enjoyed playing games with 

structure. Risks taken in his writing often didn’t come off, but he is to be admired for 

taking risks in the first place.  There are many disappointments – most of his 

characters turn out to be really unpleasant, and on the whole his books are very 

often not much to be admired. He joined the Detection Club in the 1950s, becoming 

assistant to Agatha Christie when she became President after Sayers’ death. His 

writing shows excellent intentions and Martin advised that the best place to start is 

with the Murder of my Aunt 

 



After lunch we were treated to a radio play by Ellery Queen and Anthony 

Boucher. The Armchair Detective. Sound quality was really too poor to hear and the 

sound effects, played on a Wurlitzer cinema organ, were wild, excessive and 

intrusive. 

 

Tony Medawar on Christianna Brand 1907-1988. She was also known by several 

other names as she was married as Mary Lewis and known in the family as Mary. 

Her mother died when she was three and she loathed her father, who spun tall tales 

about his life.  She was cared for by Aunt Daisy whose son was her cousin Edward 

Ardizzone, the illustrator.  At 17 she had to leave school when her father became 

bankrupt. She had no skills but was pretty, charming and fun. She became secretary 

to the Prince of Wales’ private secretary  (later Edward VIII). She wrote a fantasy 

about meeting Edward VIII but never did.  She was recognised as a marvellous 

dancer and dance hostess, her earliest published short story being The Advance 

Hostess. 

 

She wrote a variety of books including  Heads You Lose with a detective based on her 

father-in-law, though the book wasn’t successful. Her most famous book  Green for 

Danger (1944) was  brilliantly sustained and popular especially after film rights were 

taken up, the film was made in 1946 with Alastair Sim playing her series detective 

Mr Cockrill. Her book The Single Pilgrim featured Venereal Disease, and was 

withdrawn from publication just before it was due. For a while she stopped writing 

citing “people being more important than anything else”, but she would not say 

more.  When she started writing  again she wrote many books including several for 

children and was most famous for  Nurse Matilda, which was filmed as Nanny 

McPhee, and for the Three Cornered Halo, set on Elba. 

  

Christianna Brand loved the Detection Club. She especially loved DLS and HRF 

Keating, though she did not like Anthony Berkeley and described Margaret Cole as a 

bully.  She died on 11th March 1988 after illness.  

 

Golden Age Non Fiction Studies: Simon Brett and Len (LC) Tyler, who began by 

telling the audience it was too late for a refund if you don’t like the Golden Age by 

now!  They discussed the changing perception of the Golden Age, dividing it into 

three parts: the rise of the Golden Age Novel: pastimes; 

Fall from grace: Time passed;  Resurgence: A la recherche de temps perdu. 

 

The Rise was when the stories were regarded as a parlour game.  Novels were seen 

as meant for passing time. GA novels were not really discussed as serious works, 

and were remembered for the more ridiculous aspects.  For example in Ronald 

Knox’s Decalogue of Rules for Detective Fiction for the Detection Club, people 

remember the (tongue in cheek) reference to the rule excluding Chinamen as a plot 

device!  



 

Howard Haycroft  was the first to study the literature in detail published in 1942 

(UK) 1941 (US). Many of the names of authors he quotes are unknown now.  

 

Time passes: 1940s criticism: Edmund Wilson, the writer and critic who wrote his 

most famous book, To Finland Station, proved an acerbic critic,  not at all kind.  His 

comment on DLS’ The Nine Tailors was that it was one of the dullest books, the first 

part all about bell ringing of which he had to skip a great deal and he also had to 

avoid LPW!  However he liked Raymond Chandler.  

 

Raymond Chandler was also uncomplimentary about DLS.  He rated English 

detective writers above US authors, saying they were  not the best writers but 

incomparably the best dull writers.  

 

Colin Watson published Snobbery with Violence (1971) which Brett and Tyler 

commend to everyone; it is dripping with venom! Actually he was behind the curve 

– most of the writers he discusses were dead by the time he wrote, but he feared 

litigation.  Private Eye said he wrote like P G Wodehouse without the jokes. He took 

the paper to court and won.   

 

Julian Symonds wrote similarly (Bloody Murder: From the Detective Story to the Crime 

Novel 1972 (published as Mortal Consequences in the US), but by the time he 

published one can almost feel the tide turning. In his own writing he shows peaks of 

ingenuity but nothing comes close to the best of Golden Age literature.  

 

P D James’ writing about detective fiction is better balanced, but she is  still writing 

about the past.  John Curran and Martin Edwards are the latest to write about 

Golden Age fiction.  

 

Simon and Len felt there are wonderful things in Golden Age fiction, but current 

film makers have really gone too far, for example by the latest scheme of changing 

the plot to accommodate a psychological interpretation of Agatha Christie which it 

does not warrant. 

 

Michael Innes and John Appleby, by Jake Kerridge 

The Daffodil affair: a psychic horse is stolen and Appleby is called in.  Jake described 

this as paranormal heaven!!!  Innes’ detective John Appleby is well read, but claims 

not to know of Michael Innes!  Innes writes outlandish plots which are “too 

detached from reality”,  though they were liked by Raymond Chandler and the plots 

themselves make Jake laugh.  

 

John Innes Macintosh Stewart (1906-1994) was a Scot who spanned Thomas Hardy 

to Philip Larkin. He saw Hardy’s remains being escorted up to Westminster Abbey 



for interment and was then present for the same service enacted for Philip Larkin.  

He was widely and deeply read and a firm devotee of detective stories. Eventually 

he chose to write a detective story because he felt he lacked interest in the human 

situation for other kinds of literature... he couldn’t have written about personal 

experiences because – he just couldn’t. 

 

His first book was written on the boat on his way to take up an academic post in 

Australia and finished while there to cure homesickness. Death at the President’s 

Lodging is a  slightly grotesque farce. It is NOT set in Oxford, he  actually a made up 

a college in the Bletchley area to suit his purposes.  It has a clever plot.  

Not many of his subsequent novels are set in academia which was where he 

otherwise worked, eventually retiring from his career as a professor at Christchurch 

Oxford. 

 

1986 saw the last Appleby book, with Innes dying in 1994 aged 88. Books written 

before about 1965 come highly recommended by Jake, though if you like his style, 

don’t stop there.  

 

Why was it the body in the library? Dr Jennifer Palmer 

Agatha Christie in 1942  already felt it was a cliché. It needs two things to make it 

work: the body and the library. 

 

The Library is usually pictured with  shabby saggy armchairs, books papers, familiar 

use and links with tradition.  The body by contrast is a beautiful girl, cheap, tawdry 

and flamboyant, an  incongruity in that library.  W H Auden said that it was 

essential that the body had to be incongruous in the setting.   

 

In the Country House murder story, the library is usually depicted as a safe, 

comfortable, often family room, but not all books set in libraries follow that plan.  In 

Gaudy Night, the damage in the library is to books  in a new library, there is no body, 

but the library features in the story. Michael Innes’  Operation Pax, uses the 

bookstacks of the Bodleian for its climax. So it happens in the library, but not the 

traditional sort of library used elsewhere. Robert Robinson’s Landscape with Dead 

Dons also includes libraries and a variant on the theme is  John Rowland’s  Murder in 

the Museum.  

 

In each of these the library is in the story, but it turns out, is not very central to the 

plot.  However US books follow through the idea of a body desecrating the library. 

 

 So why has it become a cliché?  Why not use a church or similar building?  Perhaps 

because it is claustrophobic, maybe not much frequented, lonely, civilized, and 

representative of a certain kind of tradition and order?  Maybe making Death walk 

in marble halls, in a reading area which is grand and the body is out of place is 



important.  Some libraries are like marble palaces, some are  safe places where 

people come to get warm, and quietly read books. 

 

Dewey Decimated by Charles A Gudrum is a book in which the library provides 

unusual ways to murder. Devices include a blade from a paper cutter,  spindles from 

drawers.  Librarians too can present a choice from stereotypical mousy quiet person 

to a sort of superwoman. 

 

The idea outlives the Golden Age; it is still  being used today.  

 

Dolores Gordon Smith The travels of Agatha Christie.  

Agatha Christie was very well travelled.  She spent time in a finishing school in Paris 

and  then lived in Egypt for reasons of economy, before she met her first husband 

Archie Christie.  Later she met the character Major Belcher who was a real life 

character, a con man, who provided the foundation for The Man in the Brown Suit.  

She uses international villains in The Secret of Chimneys, and also African settings 

there and elsewhere.   

 

Archie had been a pilot in WWI,  so she saw air travel as glamorous, fulfilling her 

spirit of adventure.   Seasickness was a problem for Agatha C; she gave it to Poirot, 

and also in Death in the Clouds she gave him airsickness which she also suffered 

from.  

 

When she divorced Archie in 1928, she went to stay in Tenerife for a while, and 

wrote the Mystery of the Blue Train which was about a train which, like the Orient 

express, was the last word in luxury.  She herself travelled on the Orient Express on 

her way to an archaeological dig at Ur; she was on the train when it got snowbound, 

and was able to use that in her book.  Many of her books feature travel – often 

glamorously – one has only to think of Death on the Nile, Murder in Mesopotamia.  

Come tell me how you live is an account of living in the Middle East and the problems 

one encounters, such as with clothing.  

There is no doubt she used her own experience of travel to good effect in her 

writing. 

 

And Finally A Panel 

 

Jake Kerridge chaired the quest for a Desert Island Detective. 

Jennifer Palmer chose Georgette Heyer’s crime books: two detectives Hannasyde 

and Inspector Hemingway 

Dolores Gordon Smith: thought of Paul Temple as her initial response but Professor 

Joseph French by  F W Crofts would give her a more peaceful life. 



Tony Medawar: Dr Eustace Hayley created by Anthony Wynn – an unbelievable 

character. He changes weight from fat to thin and back during the book... He also 

solves incredible riddles. Funny and ingenious 

Simon Brett: Sergeant Cuff  because he loves Wilkie Collins. 

Martin Edwards: Loves Anthony Berkeley: Roger Sheringham but he would be an 

unbearable and arrogant guy  whom he would have to murder.  His alter ego is 

Ambrose Chitterwick (from The Poisoned Chocolates Case) 

Christine Poulson: felt that Poirot would be hell; Holmes? No, not someone she 

would have to look after; she needs the Ray Mears of GA fiction so settled on Albert 

Campion, but in the later books, not at the start.  

Jack Kerridge: Nigel Strangeways (Nicholas Blake ) who has all Auden’s funny 

habits. In The Smiler with the knife,  Georgia is brilliant, but she is  killed off between 

books so he would revive her and take her with him... 

 

A great day was had by all! 

 

Jasmine Simeone, July 2018 


