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The American private eye novel emerged in the
1920s from the untrimmed pages of the pulp maga-
zines such as Black Mask, Dime Detective and Thril-
ling Detective. It was an amalgam of the mystery
story and the heroic adventure that featured a private
mvestigator who usually managed to be both senu-
mental and hard-botled as he or she battled big-city
evils with a mixture of cynicism, toughness, incor-
ruptibility, violence and chivalry.

As conceived by Dashiell Hammett in the form
of the Continental Op and Sam Spade and later re-
fined by Raymond Chandler with the unforgettable
Philip Marlowe, the American private eye has enjoy-
ed great popularity as a ficuonal hero. John
MacDonald, Ross Macdonald, Erle Stanley Gardner,
Rex Stout, and Mickey Spillane sustained the tradi-
tion through the 1950s and 60s along with a host of
less-well-known but highly skilled writers. The
1970s saw a renewed enthusiasm 1n private evye fic-
tton as it experimented with broader characteriza-
tions, regional settings, original ploting, and inte-
gration with other formula fiction such as science
ficuon.

The book first pays homage to the private eyes
of the past especially those who were overshadowed
in the 1930-1970 period by such headliners as Lew
Archer, Mike Hammer and Travis McGee. Second, 1t
concentrates on a number of superbly drawn post-
1970 PIs, our Modern Knights. Finally, it explores
the increasingly popular exploits of female, futuris-
tic and funny PIs.

Private Eyes: One Hundred and One Knightsis
the complete map to what Raymond Chandler cal-
led “‘the mean streets,”” the exciting world of the fic-
tonal private eye. It is intended to entertain current
PI fans and to make new ones.




























Introduction
Bill Pronzini

THE PRIVATE EYE STORY, that acclaimed (and sometimes
unfairly vilified) sub-genre of crime fiction, is important for the
contributions of its best writers and for its influences on other aspects of
popular culture (films, radio and television drama). The P.I.’s antecedents
may be traced all the way back to Sherlock Holmes, himself a “‘private
inquiry agent,”’ although it was in the pages of the pioneering pulp
magazine Black Mask in the early 1920s that the modern realistic school of
private detective fiction was established by Carroll John Daly and, far more
importantly, by Dashiell Hammett. During the past sixty years there have
been thousands of novels and stories featuring the tough, often cynical and
hard-drinking loner who, in Raymond Chandler’s now-famous phrase,
walks “the mean streets” of such urban centers as New York, Los Angeles,
and San Francisco. (‘. . .But down these mean streets a man must gowho s
not himself mean—who is neither tarnished nor afraid. . .”’) Many of these
novels and stories have been very good; many more have been very bad or
(cardinal sin!) indifferent. Yet there has been no waning of the private eye’s
popularity, as evidenced by the number of writers successfully producing
this type of detective story today, and the enthusiasm with which their
work is received.

Such widespread interest has naturally ted in recent years toa growing
body of book-length critical works—some good, some bad, and some (same
cardinal sin) indifferent. Yet without exception, all these books fall into
one of two categories:

Biographies of, collections of letters by and about, and literary and
sociological dissections of the fiction of Dashiell Hammett, Raymond
Chandler, Ross Macdonald, and, to a much lesser degree, Mickey Spillane.

Studies devoted to the influences of these four men on the
contemporary writers who most obviously carry on their traditions and
visions; i.e., their most successful imitators.

There is no question that Hammett, Chandler, Macdonald, and
Spillane are the most influental practitioners of private eye fiction over
the past six decades; Hammett virtually invented the modern “hardboiled”
school, Chandler and Macdonald each refined 1t 1n different ways, and
Spillane bent it in a perverse new direction. But these four writers are not
the only important ones in P.I. literature, as the spate of critical works
devoted to them presupposes. Not by any means. Others have played
important roles in the development of the sub-genre; indeed, certain
‘writers are still playing them. They, t0o, have added dimension and scope
to the form; they, to0o, in their quiet way, have shaped it in the past and are
reshaping 1t for the future.

None of these writers is a strict and slavish imitator of the “Big Four.”
Each has his own style, his own quirks and embellishments and



innovations. Robert Leslie Bellem, for instance, delighted a generation of
pulp magazine readers with his wonderfully slangy, campy Dan Turner
stories; these spawned a number of his own imitators, attracted the
attention of humorist S.J. Perelman, whose New Yorker essay on Bellem
and Turner, “Somewhere a Roscoe. . .,"” 1s a minor classic, and in modern
reprint form have begun to delight a whole new generation of crime-
fiction addicts. Richard S. Prather injected a strong element of sexy,
farcical humor into his Shell Scott series, a combination that sold millions
of paperbacks in the 1950s and 1960s and also begat a host of imitators.
During the same period, Thomas B. Dewey imbued his Chicago
investigator, “Mac,” with human mstead of super-human qualities and
thereby paved the way for a new type of private eye novel, one which
emphasizes the detecuve’s private hife and the short- and long-range effects
his walks down the mean streets have on him, as well as on those whose
paths he crosses. Also n the 50s, the husband and wife team of Skip and
Gloria (G.G.) Fickling sired the first significant female private eye, Honey
West, a creation whose popularity led toa T'V series starring Anne Francis.
On the contemporary scene, Marcia Muller, Sue Grafton, Sara Paretsky,
Liza Cody, and P.D. James have entered what was previously the all-but-
exclusive domain of men by establishing significant female private eyes of
their own—not merely retlections of their male counterparts, but realistic
and fully realized women who happen to be private investigators and
whose attitudes and methods have added yet another new dimension to P.1.
literature.

A complete and proper critical assessmentof “private eyedom’ would
be impossible without the mclusion of these, and many other, writers.
Robert A. Baker and Michael T. Nietzel, astute fellows both, realized this
fact long before they undertook their project. And that 1s why Private Eyes:
One Hundred and One Knights unequivocally is a complete and proper
critical assessment of private eyedom—the definitive work by far on this
sub-genre.

It is an important book for this reason, and for the valuable insights it
offers, and for 1ts personal glimpses of the men and women behind the
untarnished and unafraid heroes. Meuculously researched, skillfully and
affecuonately written, it is a book for the savant, a book for the afictonado,
a book for the casual reader of detective stories. In short, a most effective
piece ol popular-cultture scholarship.

Dr. Baker and Dr. Niewzel are to be congratulated, especially and most
warmly by those of us who write private eye fiction and who have labored
in obscurity, misunderstanding, apathy, and dismissal for any number of
years. Lord, how nice 1t is at long, long last 1o have our work taken
seriously!

Bill Pronzini
San Francisco, California




Chapter 1
The Realm of the Private Eye

THE TOUGH DETECTIVE SCHOOL of contemporary mystery
fiction is a mixture of cynicism, violence, native American pragmatism
and social psychology. Thisamalgam featuring a private investigator hero
or heroine who manages to be both sentimental and hard-boiled emerged
in the 1920s from the unuimmed pages of the early pulp magazines.
History has shown the private eye novel to be one of the most popular
fiction genres ever developed. Sam Spade, Philip Marlowe and Lew Archer
are as familiar to the average American library patron and movie goer as
Mickey Mouse and Sherlock Holmes. Today every new Travis McGee
novel soars to the top of the bestseller lists a week or so after publication.
The novels of Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler and the two
MacDonalds— John and Ross—are never out of print. Moreover their work
is taken seriously enough to furnish the subject matter of courses and
graduate seminars in colleges and universities across the nation.

The PI novel is equally popular abroad. The works of Hammett,
Chandler, et al have been translated into a dozen or more languages and
their books are collected and treasured by admirers in France, both
Germanys, Italy, Denmark, Norway and Sweden, Spain, Japan and the
USSR.

Besides the appeal of the PI novel to the general public there is
something about it that is equally autractive to professional writers. A
number of so-called serious writers have yielded to the temptation to try
their hand at this literary form. Among the literary lights who have written
at least one PI novel are Thomas Berger (Who is Teddy Villanova?),
Richard Brautigan (Dreaming of Babylon), William Hjortsberg (Fallen
Angel), Nicholas Meyer (Target Practice) and Stanley Ellin (The Eighth
Circle). As for the last named, Julian Symons has called 1t “the perfect
mystery novel, perhaps the greatest mystery novel of all time.” And, in
many ways, Faulkner’s Gavin Stevens—the hero of Intruder in the Dust
and Knight’s Gambit—also qualifies as a member of the genre.

What is the appeal of the Private Eye as hero and why are PI novels so
popular? This is the question we will answer in the following pages, and
we hope that you will find these fictional private investigators as
fascinating and as entertaining as we do. We believe that the PInovel is the
superior form of the mystery novel and that it is by far the most exciting
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and intriguing. We believe that it not only deserves to be read and
remembered but that over the past sixty years too many excellent American
writers of the hard-boiled PI novel have been overlooked. Their books
remain unread and their living and breathing heroes unappreciated and
unknown. Some of the work of these novelists, even though it was
published in the 1920s and 1930s, 1s as fresh and entertaining today as
anything written in the 1980s. These unsung artists and their knights
without armor deserve to be read and enjoyed by new generations of
readers.

In every decade since the PI novel was born a large number of writers
of mystery fiction have created a central PI character and led him or her
through several cases to the acclaim of only a few appreciative readers.
There are hundreds of superb novels with excellent plots, well-drawn
characters and exciting climaxes that are no longer in print and that have
been removed from the library shelves to make room for less deserving
contemporary material. Even today, because of the voluminous mass of
printed material, too many excellent novels within the realm of PI fiction
remain unread and unknown. The purpose of this book, therefore, is to
call the interested reader’s attention to some of the strongest of these
books—both present and past.

As dedicated students of the PI genre know, the tough Private Eye was
born in the untrimmed pages of Black Mask magazine in the early 1920s.
Among his creators were Carroll John Daly, Dashiell Hammett, Frederick
Nebel, Frank Gruber, Raoul Whitfield, George Harman Coxe and Erle
Stanley Gardner. Historically, the first Private Eye was a hard-boiled
character, created by Daly, named Race Williams. Race made his initial
appearance in a June 1, 1923 Black Mask story entitled “Knights of the
Open Palm.” He narrated his own adventures and described himself as,
“half-way between the cops and the crooks .... I do a little honest
shooting once in a while—just in the way of business—but I never bumped
off a guy that didn’t deserve it.” Williams was tough, wise and often
sentimental like the PIs of today. His human characteristics—his
weaknesses and strengths—and his peculiar habit of holding a loaded gun
in his hand while he slept, as well as his tough, somewhat ghoulish sense of
humor—made him consistently interesting and exciting. As in many of the
PI novels to follow, Race Williams told his stories in his own unique way:
“I shot him five times. Five times in the stomach before he could even
squeeze the trigger. Surprised? He was amazed. At least he should have
been. Anyway, he was dead—deader than hell before he folded up and sat
down on the floor.” In point of fact, Race grew out of an even earlier
prototype, Daly’s 3-gun Mack who was also known for his quick trigger
finger and his tough talk. Mack and Race were the early prototypes of
Spillane’s Mike Hammer. Race appeared not only in the pages of Black
Mask but also in six novels that Daly published between 1929 and 1935.
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Daly, who never fully understood the importance of the formula he helped
create, also wrote stories about Vee Brown, a quick little detective who
wrote music under his real name, Vivian.

Among the most talented of the pulp writers in those early days was an
ex-private eye named Dashiell Hammett who had worked for the famous
Pinkerton Detective Agency for several years. Hammett, a romantic realist,
developed strong character studies in a melodramatic, objective and hard-
boiled style that soon became everyone’s favorite. Like Daly’s work,
Hammett's stories were told in the first person and featured a middle-aged,
heavy set, nameless detective known as the Continental Op since he worked
for the Continental Detective Agency of San Francisco. The Continental
Op became one of Black Mask’s most popular characters and his
appearance in any issue guaranteed it would be sold out as soon as it hit the
newsstands. In 1929 Hammett published The Maltese Falcon as a serial in
Black Mask, and in its pages he created one of the greatest of all the private
eyes—Sam Spade. Curiously, despite the fact that Spade is one of
Hammett's best known characters, Spade appears only in the Falcon and in
three short stories written for slick paper magazines in the early thirties.

Daly’s and Hammett's efforts to develop a convincing, tough, private
operator quickly led others to imitate and even improve upon the work of
the pioneers, and they had an eager outlet in the pages of Black Mask,
Detective Fiction Weekly, Dime Detective, Thrilling Detective and Street &
Smith’s Detective Stories. Norbert Davis created Max Latin, a tough, suave,
alcoholic PI who was always in trouble with the law. In the early 1940s the
Max Latin stories ran as a regular series in Dime Detective. Also appearing
in Dime Detective was John K. Butler’s Steve Midnight, a Hollywood PI
who told his adventures in the first person.

In 1933, Joseph T. Shaw, the most influential editor of Black Mask,
bought and published a story called Blackmailers Don’t Shoot by a 45-year-
old English-educated Californian named Raymond Chandler. Chandler, a
slow and careful worker, created two PIs for his short stories—John
Dalmas and another dick named Mallory. Later, when Chandler tried his
hand at longer works these two PIs merged and became the famous Philip
Marlowe. Even though Marlowe’s character was based upon the Hammett
foundation, Marlowe was not only more philosophical and introspective
than Spade but was also better educated and more articulate. He was,
perhaps, the first thinking man’s PI. As Ron Goulart has noted: “Marlowe
had a gift for metaphor and simile that made his first person adventures
vivid and poetic. Itis difficult to be hard-boiled and poetic at the same time.
Raymond Chandler managed to bring it off.” With the birth of Philip
Marlowe the PI novel was off and running, and Chandler’s work soon
became world renowned. All of the Marlowe novels became bestsellers and
soon thereafter motion pictures. With the success of the Daly-Hammett-
Chandler formula, a host of imitators was soon to follow and the PI novel
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became more popular than ever. Two of the most successful of the writers
of detective fiction and two writers who have also created unusually
memorable and successful private investigators—William Campbell
Gault and John D. MacDonald—also began writing in the pages of Black
Mask in the 1940s. MacDonald’s Travis McGee and Gault's Brock
Callahan and Joe Puma are as popular today as they were at the time of
their creation in the 1950s and 1960s.

Beginning as a revolt against the gentility and pretentiousness that
had come to characterize the detective story by the 1920s, the hard-boiled
school was an American creation. Joseph Shaw wanted to create a new type
of detective story that would break the mold that had encased the classic
detective story into little more than a crossword puzzle embellished with
cardboard characters, drawing-room dialogue and increasingly
preposterous methods of murder. According to Shaw, there were several
characteristics that these new stories should possess:

1) “We wanted simplicity for the sake of clarity, plausibility and belief. We wanted
action ... (involving) recognizable human character in three-dimensional form.”
2) The new pattern needed o “emphasize character and the problems inherent in
human behavior over crime solution ... character conflict is the main theme.”
3) Such disunctive ueatment comprises a hard, brivde siyle ... a full employment
of the functons of dialogue, and authenticity in characterization and plot

1) To this may be added a very fast tempo, attained in part by typical economy of
expression . ...

5) We wanted writers who “observed the cardinal principle in areating the illusion
of reality; they did not make thenr characters act and alk tough; they allowed them
0 ... they did not describe their characters as giants, dead-shots or infallible men

The best of the pulp writers responded to Shaw’s ideal. In his
definitive essay, The Simple Art of Murder, Chandler expressed his
impatience with the formalized mystery that had lost contact with the
violence and physical reality of murder:

I think what was really gnawing at Miss Sayers” mind was the slow realizauon
that her kind of detective story was an arid formula which could noteven sausfy its
own implicadons. It was second-grade literature because it was not about the
things that could make first-grade literature. If itstarted out to be about real people
(and she could write about them—her minor characters show that), they must very
soon do unreal things in order o form the artificial pattern required by the plot.
When they did unreal things, they ceased to be real themselves. They became
puppets and cardboard lovers and papier-mache villains and detectives of exquisite
and impossible gentility.

Hard-boiled writers created heroes with several qualities that set them
apart from earlier detectives. First of all, they were tough, hard men who
substituted action and the use of force for deduction and the analysis of
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clues. Street wise, these detectives trusted their instincts and their physical
abilities more than their intellects. They pounded the pavement. As we
have already heard from Race Williams, hard-boilers often shot first and
asked questions later. Their method-of-operation depended on
provocation, not ratiocination. Race concludes, “You can’t make
hamburger without grinding up a little meat.”” Chandler’s recommended
solution to plotting problems was, “when in doubt, have a man come
through the door with a gun.”

Hammett's Continental Op prefers above all methods ““to stir things
up.” In The Godwulf Manuscript, Spenser, Robert Parker’s modern-day
tough guy, relies on this tried and true strategy: “‘I take hold of one end of
the thread and I keep pulling it ull 1¢’s all unraveled.”

A second quality of these Pls is the complexity of their personality, a
mixture of roughness and senumentality. Their terse, laconic exterior
belied a much more complicated soul that was troubled with the unfairness
and inequality that plagued life’s vicums. Sad-eyed, world-weary, fed up,
these sleuths worked at their trade not because they thought they could
make the world better but because maybe they could postpone its becoming
worse. The simultaneity of the Depression and the popularity of the hard-
boiled hero was not accidental; maybe current economic woes and our
interest in these characters 1sn’t either.

Equal parts mercenary and philosopher, private eyes meted out the
poetic justice that Nadya Aisenberg argues is the necessary contribution of
mythic heroes. Protecting the underdog, fighting for a loser; these were
routine activities that often drew the Pls into cases which their instincts
told them would be nothing but trouble. The fact that the PI's clients were
frequently fabulous looking women cannot be dismissed as an important
motivator to take on the tough case. Timothy Harris’ most recent Thomas
Kyd novel, Good Night and Good-Bye, begins:

The first ume I saw Laura Cassidy, it was four in the morning and she was rying to
drive a fire-engine red Volkswagen out of the underground garage of a Harper
Avenue apartment building. She nearly sideswiped the stone entrance, knocked
over a garbage can at the end of the driveway, and turned right up the hill toward
Sunset Boulevard. What held me rooted to the pavement wasn’t her driving; it was
the man spread-eagled on the hood of her car. A Volkswagen bug has a sloping
hood and the man was having a hell of a time hanging on. His back was arched, his
legs struggling 1o straddle the hood, his hands desperately clawing at the
windshield wipers to prevent his sliding off. He was middle-aged, over-weight, and
his face had the horrified, windswept look of someone who has just been pushed off
a tall building .... And he was stark naked.

After rescuing Laura from this situation and returning her home, Kyd

leaves.
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All the way home I was aware of the scent of her perfume in the car and I kept
recalling how her body had felt lying slack in my arms, and those arresting silver-
blue eyes and the way they seemed to do something to the center of my chest. And
another part of me kept recalling her medicine cabinet and the syringes and the
stackness in her face. I'd been around long enough to know there was no percentage
in falting for a junkie. I had my own self-destructive tendencies to deal with, there
was no way I needed hers. I'told myself to forget about Laura Cassidy and I decided 1
wouldn’t try and see her again.

Compassionate and kind toward the innocent and the weak, hard-
boiled dicks were cynical and suspicious toward politicians, wealth and
institutional power. Nowhere is this attitude more pronounced than in the
often hostile relationships between the Pls and the police.

A man in the blue-gray, jail uniform came along between the cells reading
numbers. He stopped in front of mine and unlocked the door and gave me the hard
stare they think they have to wear on their pans forever and forever and forever. I'm
a cop, brother, I'm tough, .. .let’s not forget we’re tough guys, we're cops, and we
do what we like with punks like you.

Behind me a rather remote and muffled voice seemed to be chanting the
policeman’s litany: “open itup or we'lt kick itin.”" I sneered back at the voice. They
wouldn't kick it in because kicking in a door is hard on the feet. Policemen are kind
to their feet. Their feet are about all they are Kind to.

(Raymond Chandler, The Lady in the Lake)

This animosity may have stemmed from the fact that many private
eyes originally had been with the police or DA’s office but then had
resigned or been fired from the force. Inevitably, however, the PI had one
cop on the force who was still his friend or did him an occasional insider’s
favor on the quid pro quo. The ‘“honest cop” often shares the PI's
sentiments about the force and abusive authority, but stays with the job
despite his reservations. Captain Webber, Bay City chief of detectives,
admits:

“Police business,” he said almost gently, “is a hell of a problem. It’s a good deal
like politics. It asks for the highest type of men, and there’s nothing in it to attract
the highest type of men. So we have to work with what we get—and we get things
like this.” (Lady in the Lake)

In the best of the current hard-boiled series, the police are treated with
a much more even hand. Evidence 1s seldom withheld from them,
cooperation between the PI and the cops is viewed as a necessity, the decent
cop as the excepuion-that-proves-the-rule character is encountered less
frequently. The police are seen as vicuims of the job society requires of
them, much like the PI himself.

Bill Pronzini's Nameless Detective, Michael Lewin’s Albert Samson
and Arthur Lyon’s Jacob Asch are the best exemplars of these new
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attitudes. Although the genre’s commitment to realism demands that
police corruption and excesses be examined, it also requires recognition
that police will fight these evils themselves.

Similar to the American cowboy and Natty Bumppo, frontier hero
before him, the PI often worked alone and lived a solitary, lonely life in and
around the grimy back alleys and seedy speakeasies of the disorderly big
American city. Isolated and unappreciated by the society he served, the
private eye was often portrayed as the sole protector of society from the
forces of evil and meanness. In a word, he was chivalrous.

In medieval Europe chivalry was the code of conduct to which all
knights subscribed. Medieval knights pledged to protect the weak and
oppressed—the poor, the widow and the orphan. In those days the
chivalric code was based on courage, prowess, loyalty and generosity.
These same traits mark our modern Pls. Knights of old, contrary to what
you might have been told, could be terribly cruel to all who were not
included in the code of chivalric obligation. Similarly with our modern
knights who deal out swift punishment to those on the wrong side of
justice and righteousness. Knights of old not only learned to use a sword,
throw a spear, manage a shield and march—they were expected to
entertain—just as our knights of today. Lastly, knights of old had to learn
to wear armor, become accustomed to hardships and to choose a lady love
just like our knights with guns. Like their chivalrous predecessors, our
modern knights are loved by us because at times it seems they are the only
defenders of wruth, justice and morality in a world of deceit, senseless
cruelty and immorality where life is never fair and nice guys finish last.

The attempt to be principled and loyal to a just but difficult moral
code may be the quality which more than any other accounts for the appeal
of the hard-boiled heroes. We admire their ability to master difficult
situations without compromising their sometimes peculiar sense of honor.
Their arrogance, rudeness and rowdiness can be excused because they are
able to express to a world increasingly complex, endlessly bureaucraticand
seemingly out of control, the power of one compeient, determined
individual.

In their introduction to the anthology The Great American Detective
(New American Library, 1978), William Kittredge and Steven Krauzer
suggest:

Society requires outlaws. It is bound by its own restrictions; in the name of
democracy, it has handcuffed itself from taking the most direct, efficient route
toward the maintenance of order and the abolition of disruptive forces . ... Oras
Mike Hammer complains, ‘“The cops can’t break a guy's arm to make him talk, and
they can’t shove his teeth in with the muzzle of a .45 to remind him that you aren’t
fooling.” Social institutions such as democracy and due process are of course
necessary; if they are not the most effective way of punishing the guilty, they
constitute the most foolproof system for protecting the innocent. But if we can be
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morally certain outside the system that a person is culpable, we can sympathize
with Mike Hammer’s plaint. We will even accept the role of the outlaw as justice’s
guardian when we are convinced beyond a doubt that a criminal needs and deserves
arm-breaking and weeth-shoving.

The private eye took his profession, his obligations and his skills
seriously. As Spade says, “I'm a detective and expecting me to run
criminals down and let them go free is like asking a dog to catch a rabbit
and let it go.” In a similar sense, Chandler’s famous vision of his hero who
walks the mean streets is both realistic and romantic:

He is the hero; he 1s everything. He must be a complete man and acommon man
and yet an unusual man. He must be, to use a rather weathered phrase, a man of
honor—by instinct, by inevitability, without thought of it, and certainly without
saying 1t. He must be the best man in his world and a good enough man for any
world. I do not care much about his private life; he 1s neither a eunuch nor a satyr; 1
think he might seduce a duchess and I am quite sure he would not spoil a virgin; if
he is a man ol honor n one thing, he is that 1n all things.

He is a relatively poor man, or he would not be adetective atall. He 1s a common
man or he could not go among common people. He has a sense of character, or he
would not know his job. He will take no man’s money dishonestly and no man's
msolence without a due and dispassionate revenge. He 1s a lonely man and his
pride is that you will teat him as a proud man or be very sorry you ever saw him. He
talks as the man of his age talks—thau i1s, with rude wit, a lively sense of the
grotesque, a disgust for sham, and a contempt for pettiness. (The Sitmple Art of
Murder)

Hard-boiled authors culuvated a stylte of writing that was disunctive
of their new school. The narrauon was sparse and detached. Then and
now, the best hard-boiled writers used language that created a taut,
dangerous atmosphere full of moral decay, the threat of violence and
characters who grab you by the throat. Howard Haycraft, a premier
chronicler of mystery fiction, praised Hammett's prose as “‘economical,
astringent, and muscular.” Descriptions of violence were understated in a
way that heightened their realism and physical impact. The wriung had a
bare-knuckled intensity.

It was fists at first. He started it by throwing his right at my head. I went in under
and gave him all I had i a right and left 1o the belly. He swallowed his chew of
tobacco. But he didn’t bend. Few big men are as strong as they look. Billie was.

He didn’t know anything atall. His idea of a fight was to stand up and throw fists
at your heads—right, left, right, left. His fists were as large as wastebaskets. They
wheezed through the air. But always at the head—the easiest part to get out of the
way.

There was room enough for me 1o go in and out. I did that. Fhammered his belly.
[ thumped his heart. I mauled his belly again. Every ume Ihithim he grew an inch,
gained a pound and picked up another horsepower. I don’t fool when I hit, but
nothing I did to this human mountain—not even making him swallow his hunk of
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tobacco—had any visible ¢ffect on him. (Dashiell Hammett, The Whosis Kid)

However, at its extreme, hard-boiled violence could become sadistic, nasty
and gory. Race Williams and his descendants, Mickey Spillane’s Mike
Hammer, and John B. West’s Rocky Steele are probably the best known
exemplars of the blood-and-guts overkill.

The goddamn bastards played rightinto my hands. They thought they had me nice
and cold and just as they were set to carve me into a raw mess of skin, I dragged out
the .15 and let them look down the hole so they could see where sudden death came
from.

[t was the only kind of talk they knew. The little guy stared too long. He should
have been watching his face. I snapped the side of the rod across his jaw and laid the
flesh open to the bone. He dropped the sap and staggered into the big boy with a
scream starting to come up out of his throat only to get it cut off in the middle as I
pounded his teeth back into his mouth with the end of the barrel. . .. For laughs 1
gave him a taste of his own sap on the back of his hand and felt the bones go into
splinters. He wasn't going to be using any tools for a long time. (Mickey Spillane,
The Big Kill)

In comparison to other mystery writing, the hard-boiled style
emphasized human action at a fast pace. The dust-jacket cliches say it all:
“break-neck,” “breathless,” *hair-raising,” “gripping,” ‘relentless,”
“hard-hitung,”” “knockout” and ‘‘staggering.”” Readers are lucky to
survive. More good guys and bad guys are beat up, kicked around and
punched out in hard-boiled fiction than in any other types of mystery.

A final element of hard-boiled style is its distinctive dialogue. Full of
slang, earthy, street-wise, nasal and sneering, the tough private eye used
words as weapons. He talked in an abrupt, aggressive, intimidating
manner. He was wise-cracking and sarcastic. Occasionally witty but
always tough, the dialogue captured the rhythm of the streets.

Pete leaned over. He looked both ways cautiously. He put his sleek head o one side
and listened elaborately. He'd seen a gangster picture the night before and knew
how it was done. Mark Hull waited with a pained but patient expression.

“I got a hot tip,” said Pete mysteriously.

“Look out 1t don’t burn your fingers."”

“Do I get a cut?” asked Pete.

“You get a smack on the snozzle in abouta minute.”

: (Norbert Davis, Kansas City Flash)

At its best with writers like Hammett and Chandler, this dialogue always
served a purpose. Hammett was a master at revealing characters through
dialogue while Chandler used the wise-crack as one of Marlowe’s main



10 One Hundred And One Knights

defenses against his own vulnerabilities and emotions. At its worst, the
wise-crack dialogue has often been imitated by writers who had no real
purpose for it other than to copy a quality from the Black Mask tradition.
Employed at this level, the slangy, wise-crack dialogue becomes a
distraction, not unlike the quirky eccentricities of the British gentleman-
detective who soon wears out his welcome.,

Readers who are interested in studying additional characteristics of
the hard-boiled genre—its political conservatism, its treatment of women
and sexuality, its ambiguity about material wealth—should consult John
Cawelti’s definitive Adventure, Mystery and Romance (University of
Chicago Press, 1976; especially chapters 6 and 7) which contains the
following summary of the hard-boiled formula:

The urban world of the hard-boiled detective story is, then, a surface of specious
and ambiguous glamor hiding depths of corrupuon. Itis ruled by a secret alliance
between the rich and respectable and the criminal underworld .. .. The city isalso
a place ol suong sexual temptaton and excitement, but this very sexuality,
embodied in stunningly atractuve and scemingly approachable women, is a source
of bewrayal and of fundamental auvtacks on masculinity. The hero who confronts
this nightmare world is a figure whose basic characteristics identify him with the
lower middle class, those condemned by thenr lack of economic mobility to inhabit
the decaying center of this urban society. He 1s a marginal professional with a
smattering of culture, but on the whole his tastes and atutudes are ordinary. He is
surrounded by conuinual threats to his safety and even his status. His sexual
identity and masculine certitude 1s constantly being put on the line and threatened
with betrayal and destruction. Yet the hard-boiled hero is potent and courageous.
Though he must continually face the fears of loneliness and 1solaltion, of status
uncertainty and of sexual betrayal, he is the kind of man who can fight his way to
the source of the pervasive evil and, meeting violence with violence, destroys it. In
the process of his quest, he also lays bare the widespread corruption of the social
order, thereby proving and maintaining his own moral integrity.

As the PI novel became more popular many literary critics began to
tire of the genre and made a somewhat futile effort to steer the publicaway
from this form of mystery ficuon. In his 1969 book Who Done It: A Guide
to Mystery and Suspense Fiction, Ordean Hagen defined the private eye as:

A private detective working alone; not directly connected with any law
enforcement agency, but generally cooperating with them. Don’t look for them in
the newer books, as they are quite an anachronism. (emphasis ours)

In another section of this same book Hagen 1s even more specific about the
trend he sees in mystery fiction, stating:

Today the trend is toward the novel of suspense. The detective is no longer the
central character; the private eye has become obsolete, a parody if he appears atall.
New police methods and cooperation between different bureaus of a modern volice
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deparument have made the lone wolf operator an oddity.

As an oracle or prophet Hagen leaves much to be desired. The year 1969
itself saw the publication, in both hard and paperback, of well over one
hundred American mystery novels featuring a lone wolf private eye as the
central character. Moreover in the decade that followed another six
hundred odd novels, featuring private eyes of every conceivable shape,
form and variety were released to eager readers by American publishers.
Not only is the report of the PI's demise somewhat premature, he has
grown in size, stature and popularity. Prophecy, Hagen should have
known, is an extremely hazardous business.

The private eye novel is neither obsolete nor an anachronism. Instead,
it has become one of the most popular forms of the always popular mystery
novel, and it has even invaded other literary forms. Today there are a
number of science-fiction private eyes, occult private eyes and religious
private eyes and there is every good reason to suppose the invasions have
firmly established beachheads. In the pages that follow we will explore in
some detail these hybrid forms of the mystery novel and we will study at
length the reasons for the perennial popularity of the heroic private
mvestigator. By way of preview it can be noted here that our knights
without armor come in every shape, form and fashion and in every human
variety. There are young Pls (Chip Harrison) and old PIs (Jake Spanner),
brilliant (The Hook) and stupid (C. Card), guilt-ridden (Mitch Tobin) and
tough-minded (Sam Hunter and Mike Hammer), one who shoots first and
asks questions later (Race Williams) and another who 1s fearful of guns
(Neal Cotton). Many are alcoholics (Milo) and one drinks only milk
(Humphrey Campbell). One of the most brilliant and effective is an actve
homosexual (David Brandstetter) and another is potentially suicidal and
plays Russian roulette (Bernardo Thomas). One has the ability to see the
soul mist rise from the bodies of his slain enemies (Joe Reddman). Another
1s a hypochrondriac and, because he smokes excessively, worries about
lung cancer (Pronzini’s ‘‘Nameless’’). They also come from every walk of
life. One is a member of the upper crust and a Harvard graduate (The
Hook) and another is a self-confessed Bowery bum (Curt Cannon), while
yet another (Murray Kirk) lives in a fancy hotel, owns a Cadillac, and has a
glamorous mistress. Several of the detectives are well-to-do, middle-class,
married and with children (Brock Callahan), while others find it
impossible to make ends meet (Toby Peters) or have to do PIwork in order
to pay their taxes (John T. McLaren). As for physical infirmities, one is
blind (Duncan MacLain), another is a dwarf (Mongo), one has only one
arm (Michael Collins’ Dan Fortune) and another is deaf (Joe Binney).
They also come in all colors: black (John Shaft and Touissant Moore),
white (Spenser and Gdodey), brown (Jo Gar) and yellow (Tommy Lee).
Both sexes are represented. Most of these private eyes are likeable, and
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gallant righters of wrongs and dispensers of justice in an oftentimes cruel
and unjust world. They are, truly, our modern knights.

Atone time 1t seemed that all the private eyes limited their activities to
the larger cities—New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago. Black
Mask referred to Los Angeles and Hollywood as the New Wild West, and
the Hollywood private eye novel became a sub-genre in itself. For a time
there was even a pulp magazine called Hollywood Detective. While the
West Coast area still has its appeal —the fictional private eyes have spread
across the entire nation.

On the contemporary scene we find them in Cincinnau (Harry
Stoner), Cleveland (David Stuart), Indianapolis (Albert Sampson),
Oklahoma City (Cranmer and Maneri), Boston (Spenser and Jason
O’'Neil), Seattle (John Denson and Jonas Duncan), Atanta (Jim
Hardman), Denver (Joe Reddman), Detroit (Amos Walker), Philadelphia
(Mike Dime), Miami (Mike Shayne), Ft. Lauderdale (Travis McGee), San
Diego (Max Thursday) and Tampa (Ed Rivers). Admitedly, the
metropolis still attracts the largest number with New York, Los Angeles,
San Francisco, and Chicago predominating.

This book 1s first an attempt to rescue the strongest of the private eyes
of the thirties, forues, fifues and sixties from oblivion and, second, an
attempt to call your attenuon to a large number of fine, current-day
mystery novelists who have created unusually memorable private eyes.
Their creations often have been ignored by busy reviewers and Madison
Avenue adverusing hypes that push lesser, sensauonal works of sex and
gore to the top of the heap. Although many of the Pls and the authors we
review also include sex and gore, they disunguish themselves by giving us
in-depth studies of character, by providing us insight into the workings of
ordinary and not-so-ordinary human beings with whom we can identfy
and empathize.

The most accomplished of our authors give us much more than mere
entertainment—even though there is no dearth of action. The best of their
work 1s plotted with care and craft, and their villains as well as their heroes
come alive. True, not every novel nor every private eye is a masterpiece.
Some are weak and many are flawed but the best provide action, excitement
and entertainment as well as a number of psychological truths about the
human condition and that oldest of all conflicts—the conflict of good and
evil. A number of literary analysts have made the point that the popularity
of the mystery novel seems strongly correlated with the breakdown of our
social institutions and increases in social disorder such as economic
depression, political unrest, white collar crime and official malfeasance.
Such may be the case on our contemporary scene and we may well yearn for
people we can trust, for heroes we can believe in, and for situations in
which evil is punished, the guilty are brought to justice, and the noble, the
innocent, and the brave are rewarded. But such, we believe, is the case in all
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times and all climes and we can appreciate an honest rendering of the
realistic triumphs of the knight errant at any time of man, in any place and
in any setting. We agree with Philip Guedalla that ““The detective story is
the normal recreation of noble minds.” And for those supersophisticates
who would belittle and bedamn those of us who are addicted to the exploits
of hard-boiled private eyes we agree with Rex Stout’s theory that ‘“‘people
who don’t like mystery stories are anarchists.” If you agree, we welcome
you to the world of the fictional private eye who, like Faulkner’s modern
man, not only survives but always prevails.

In 1983 we surveyed the membership of the Private Eye Writers of
America (PWA), an organization of active authors of private-eye fiction,
about their evaluation of past and present private eye novels. The survey
was organized into two parts covering 1920-1970 (115 entries) and 1970-
present (160 entries). The ratings of the PWA membership guided our
selection of authors for this book. However, we retained the rightful
prerogative of any author to base our final selections on additional
grounds, not the least of which was personal preference. A brief summary
of the survey’s results are included below.

Part 1 (1920-1970)

Of the 80 questionnaires that were distributed, 27 were completed and
returned. A response rate of 34% to a mailed questionnaire is lower than
one would like to see, but still allows conclusions to be drawn with
appropriate cautions. Interpretations of mailed surveys, particularly with
a low return rate require the following caveats: 1) The results may not be
generalizable from the respondents to the nonrespondents; this is
particularly the case where there are reasons to believe that respondents
and nonrespondents differ in some important ways. 2) The results may not
be generalizable from the sample whose opinions were solicited (private
eye writers) to some other sample (e.g., mystery fans in general). 3) The
conditions under which respondents complete the questicnnaire are likely
to differ from person to person introducing many possible, but unknown,
influences. 4) Ratings under conditions of anonymity may not be
equivalent to other indicators of the same person’s opinion (e.g., purchases
of books, attributed reviews).

In order to broaden our base of opinion, we sent questionnaires to a
number of very well-known critics and reviewers of mystery fiction aswell
as nationally known scholars in the area of popular culture. Therefore, the
final sample of 27 is composed of 23 private eye writers and four reviewer-
Critics.

The “average” respondent rated 38 entries from a possible 115 listed in
our questionnaire. Five respondents added a total of only eight different
private eyes in the spaces provided indicating that the original printed list
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was very representative of the private eye domain. (In most cases, these
additional private eyes did not appear in novels, a requirement we placed
on our entries.) With respondents rating an average of 38 entries per
questionnaire, one can fairly conclude that the sample was reasonably
well-read and opinionated about this lterature. The greatest number of
ratings was 93; the fewest was 7. Ratings were scored 4 (Excellent), 3
(Good), 2 (Average), | (Below Average) and O (Poor).

Results for the 1920-1970 period are summarized in Table 1. The forty
private eyes who were best known to the respondents are ordered in terms of
the percentage of respondents who indicated they were “very” or
“somewhat familiar” with the novels.

Two ratings are given in each of the six categories of evaluation:
literary value (LV), overall entertainment value (OEV), character
development (CD), plot (P), writing style (WS) and Final Grade. The
upper rating is a mean value which is the numeric average of all ratings.
The lower rating is a mode which is the rating that was most frequently
given by respondents (on occasion, two ratings may be tied for the most
frequent score, 1.e., the distribution is bimodal). A mode is a useful statistic
because it is less influenced than a mean by extreme scores. For example, an
examination of the literary value score for Hammer-Spillane shows a mean
of 2.8, a mode of 4. Although more respondents gave Hammer-Spillane a
grade of 4 (“‘excellent”’) than any other grade, a few raters gave grades of 1
(““poor’’) thereby pulling the mean score down. In situations like this,
interpretations of ratings are made most accurately by considering both the
mean and mode values. An example in the opposite direction is illustrasted
by the ratings of character development for Noon-Avallone.

The column labeled “Ratings Rank” lists the private eyes by the order
of their Final Grade from highest to lowest. In instances when Final
Grades were identical, we computed the means of the five component
grades (LV, OEV, CD, P & WS) as a “tiebreaker.”

The final column endtled “Not a PI” shows the number of
respondents who disqualified the character as a legitimate PI in the
hardboiled wradition which we defined as “‘a sophisticated, worldly-wise,
full time private investigator drawing most—if not all—of his income
from his PI activities and he is one who carries out his investigations in the
tough but sympathetic tradition made famous by Hammett and
Chandler.” Of greatest interest here is the sentiment regarding The Thin
Man characters and the two George Harmon Coxe series.

We computed a correlation coefficient between the Percentage
Familiar score and the Final Grade for these 40 private eyes. A correlation
coefficient is a statistic which shows the amount of relationship between
two or more variables. It can range from -1.0 to 1.0; a positive correlation
means that as scores on one variable increase so too do the scores on the
other variable. The larger the correlation coefficient, the stronger the
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relationship. Percentage Familiar Score correlated .46 with Final Grade.
This means that although there is a substantial positive relation between
familiarity and opinions of quality, the two variables are by no means
synonymous among this group of raters.

Part 11 (1970-82)

Twenty-eight respondents (35% response rate) completed the second
survey covering 1970 to the present. Twenty-four of these respondents also
answered Part I. Twenty-two private-eye writers and six reviewer critics
comprised the sample for Part II.

The “average” respondent rated 37 entries from a possible 160 listed
on the second questionnaire. Three respondents added a total of four
different private eyes in the spaces provided indicating that, as with Part I
of the survey, the original list was comprehensive. The greatest number of
ratings for any respondent was 129; the fewest 6.

With an identical format to Table 1, Table 2 represents the data for the
40 private eyes best known by this group of raters. Scoring and
determination of ranks were conducted in an identical fashion to Part I of
the survey. We listed Pete Hamill's Sam Briscoe and Max Collins’ Nolan
out of sequence because of the relatively high frequency with which
respondents viewed them as not meeting our working definition of a
private eye. Three authors (Randisi, Lynds-Collins-Shaw, & Ellin) placed
two of their detective-heroes in the top forty. In Part I, five authors
(Hammett, Dewey, Gruber, Gault & Coxe) earned this honor.

The correlation m Part II between Percentage Familiar scores and
Final Grade was .29, indicating that familiarity and opinions of quality
were less related to each other than in Part I. A likely explanation for this
finding is that with more recent books there has not been sufficient time for
the discovery of quality to translate itself into wide readership. This
explanation also fits the discovery that several recent authors who earned
relatively high ratings of quality just missed the 35.7% familiarity criterion
for the top 40 (Richard Hoyt, Sue Grafton & Jack Lynch are prime
examples.)

To the inevitable question of how much confidence we have in the
meaning of these results, we would reply “a good deal” for at least three
important reasons. First, although the response rate was approximately
20% less than what we had originally predicted, a sample of 27 (or 28)
experts is not an insubstantial one. Ask yourself this: on how many matters
of taste or opinion do you have the comparative judgments of 27 people
who are well-informed about the issue at hand? Second, the level of
agreement between raters was extremely high. In the majority of cases,
raters did not differ by more than one point in evaluating the various
dimensions of quality. Agreement between raters becomes an increasingly
important consideration as the number of raters decreases. Third, and to
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put it most directly, the ratings for the most part make good sense. For
example, character development earns by far the lowest grades for Carroll
John Daly, plot the lowest for Robert Parker, and overall entertainment
value the highest for Stuart Kaminsky. Were these ratings different one
would be concerned about the survey’s credibility, but the pattern of scores
for the individual authors is very predictable from a thorough knowledge
of this literature. :

As the final check on the reliability of the ratings, we deliberately
included a number of authors on both parts of the survey. This enabled us
to compare the ratings of a given entry made by the same respondent at two
different times. We obtained separate-form ratings on very well-known
private eyes (e.g., Travis McGee) and those of less notoriety (e.g., Bart
Challis and Benjamin Smoke). In one case we obtained ratings of the same
character (Paul Pine) under the author’s real (Howard Browne) and pen
(John Evans) names. In all instances, we discovered that the mean ratings
in every category were identical from Part I to Part I1. Modal ratings were
also identical. This level of agreement indicates that raters were consistent
across time 1n assigning their grades and were doing so in an attentive and
conscientious manner.

We end where we began—with a caution about what these results
mean. We believe they are a valid measure of the opinions of professional
writers and critics within the PI field. How they might compare with
evaluations by mystery fans in general or private eye fans in particular is
not known but could be answered by additonal survey work.
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Private Eye
Spenser

“Nameless”
’

Scudder, Matt
Wine, Moses
Kearney, Dan
Peters, Toby
Fortune, Dan
Brandstetter, Dave
Tanner, John
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Stoner, Harry
Walker, Amos
Tobin, Mitch
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Chapter 11
The King and the Royal Heir—
Dashiell Hammett & Raymond Chandler

NO ONE WOULD DARE TOUCH the subject of American detective
ficuon without paying homage to its twin deities, Dashiell Hammett and
Raymond Chandler. So much has already been written about them that
little we could add in the way of facts and literary commentary would be
novel or enlightening. Nevertheless, since Hammett is the founder of the
PI dynasty and Chandler is its master builder, homage in the form of a
review of their accomplishments is demanded.

Most of what Hammett and Chandler attempted was a reaction to the
type of detective story created by writers like S.S. Van Dine and Agatha
Chrisue. Van Dine was, as Jon Tuska noted, the last of the great
traditionalists. He was a gentleman who moved in a world of wealth, status
and tradition, and he was totally lost in the world which Hammett in the
twenties and Chandler in the fortes depicted so vividly—a world of the
common nmian, a world in which truth and justice were determined more by
money and power than some abstract principle or some immaculate ideal.
The new detective created by Hammett and Chandler, rather than seeking
some collaborative social order in a chaotic world, became a law unto
himself and administered his own brand of justice as he saw fit. In breaking
new ground Hammett created not only a unique type of detective hero, but
also a different type of literary morality. Not only did he bring
contemporary America to the detective story, but he was the first o
demonstrate the intumate connections between politics and organized
crime on all levels.

In a capitalistic society money is power and how either the power or
the money is acquired seems of little consequence. The position of the
lonely truth secker caught in the web of greed in a society strained by social
injustice and economic inequities is clearly recognized by the average
reader of escape fiction, the common man, the young, the idealistic and the
romantic. It was to all of these readers that Hammett’s hard-boiled seekers
of truth appealed. The pulps were the escape hatches of the common folk.
During the hard times, in the heart of the great depression, Hammett was
their hero. It was many years later that Hammett, Chandler and the Black
Mask writers were accepted by the privileged, and the literary elite. As Jon

20
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Tuska observes:

Hammet was part of the heightened consciousness of his time in championing
distrust over belief, skepticism over faith, cynicism over hope. It is the truly capable
man who can sustain these mental postures and go on as confidently as the man
who relies on all manner of comforting fantasies to get him through.

In this connection it is interesting that Andre Gide claimed his
admiration for Hammett was based on the fact that his novels never drew
moral conclusions. Hammett was a realist who depicted men as they are—
too busy accumulating wealth, prestige, power and security to see life as it
really 1s. This was an essential part of his genius and one of the prime
sources of his impact on his readers.

The year 1983 saw a rebirth of interest in Hammett. As father of the
hard-boiled style his influence on detective fiction, on television and on
films has never waned, and biographers have found him to be as colorful a
tough-guy hero as any that can be brought to life on the printed page.
Although Hammeut's hiterary output was relatively small—five novels and
approximately thirty short stories—biographical material on him is
growing rapidly. As his fame and reputaton spreads, thesis and
dissertation writers will escalate the interest. We make, here, no attempt to
be definitive. Instead, we merely want to chart the peaks of the life of the
true king of the PI genre.

Hammett

Samuel Dashiell Hammett was born on the 27th of May, 1894, in Saint
Mary's County, Maryland. His father was Richard Thomas Hammett and
his mother was Annie Bond. Baptized a Roman Catholic, he spent his
youth in Balumore and Philadelphia. He attended public schools there
and n September, 1908, Hammett entered the Baltimore Polytechnic
Institute. After one semester his formal schooling was finished. He left and
went to work taking over his father’s small business. The business folded a
year later. From 1909 through 1915 he held a number of odd jobs including
a stint with the B&O Railroad as an office boy. In 1914, at the age of 20, he
began his lifelong attachment to alcohol. In 1915 he answered an
advertisement and was hired as a Pinkerton operative. This job influenced
him more than any other thing in his life. The Pinkerton logo was a single
unblinking eye with the motto: “We never sleep,”” and the eye symbolized
the Pinkerton Operative who saw everything and prevented crimes by
recognizing criminal behavior. Although the agency had an excellent
reputation, it became, at the turn of the century, more involved with the
protection of business property and strike breaking than any other kind of
activity. :

As a Pinkerton operative Hammett was on call 24 hours a day, and in
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1915 he started at the salary of $21 a week. Surveillance was his primary
acuvity and even though he was tall—6 feet 1 1/2 inches—and weighed
about 160 pounds, he could still shadow a suspect all day without being
observed. Hammett was taught the rudiments of his job by a short, tough-
talking operative named James Wright, and it was Wright who, years later,
became famous as the model for Hammett’s Continental Op.

Hammett embraced the Pinkerton code of anonymity, morality and
objectivity wholeheartedly: the less known about a detective the less his
chance of having personal information used against him; as for morality,
the detective’s job is to protect good people from exploitation by bad
people, and if he takes a client’s money he owes him loyalty, but even this
must never supersede his own personal sense of right and wrong; and,
finally, the detective must develop objectivity and emotional distance from
the people with whom he deals. This code not only left its indelible mark
on Hammett but 1t also colored his prose and gave his stories and novels an
aura of authenticity and credibility found in no other mystery writer of his
time.

Hammett worked in a number of Pinkerton offices around the country
until June, 1918, when he enlisted in the Army. After basic training at
Camp Mead, Maryland, he was assigned to the Motor Ambulance
Company only 15 miles from his home in Baltimore. He was i the Army
less than a year. Unfortunately, he fell victim to the flu epidemic that killed
half a million people in the U.S. alone during the winter of 1918-1919.
From February through May, Hammett was in and out of the hospital
suffering from bronchits and other respiratory disorders. In May 1t was
discovered that he was tubercular. He was declared 25% disabled and
discharged from the service as a very sick 25-year-old-man.

Hammett's small pension of a few dollars a week was scarcely enough
to support him and he was back in the hospital a few weeks later with a 50%
disability and a 40-dollar-a-month pension. As his health improved he
went back to Pinkerton on a part-time basis. Shortly thereafter he moved to
Spokane, Washington, to another Pinkerton office. Again, his health
deteriorated and he went into the VA Hospital in Tacoma, where after
spending a total of 6 1/2 months he was considered 100% disabled. While in
the hospital he met a pert 23-year-old nurse named Josephine Dolan. As
Hammett's health improved they left the hospital for dinner dates and even
overnight trips to Seattle. In a short time they fell in love. In 1921 Hammett
was transferred to San Diego. At the time, neither Hammett nor Jose knew
she was pregnant. When she did discover her condition, Jose quit her job
and went home to Montana. She corresponded with Hammett and, by
letter, they arranged their marriage. A few months later Hammett had
recovered sufficiently to leave the hospital. He then moved to San
Francisco, reapplied to Pinkerton and was hired. Jose came to San
Francisco and they were married on July 7, 1921, at St. Mary’s Cathedral on
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Van Ness Avenue. Because Hammett professed no religion they were
married in the rectory rather than at the altar. They moved into a furnished
apartment near the San Francisco Public Library at 620 Eddy Street which
they rented for $45 a month. The steam-heated apartment was very small—
a living room in front, a small bedroom with a folding bed and a kitchen.
The landlady was a bootlegger who had the local police as customers.

Hammett's job with Pinkerton paid $6 a day, and at this time detective

work in San Francisco was both exciting and dangerous. Hammett, who

/as called Sam at this time in his life, was good at his joband was an expert
in tailing and usually drew these sorts of jobs.He learned a great deal asan
operative. His on-the-job training taught him: 1) that in bonding a man,
drinking has nothing to do with reliability; 2) that fingerprints are almost
useless; 3) that as a profession, burglary provides a poor living; and 4) the
best defense in court is to deny everything. During his Pinkerton stint
Hammett worked on some fascinating cases, including the notorious Fatty
Arbuckle rape case (Hammett called it ““the funniest case I ever worked on
.... In uying to convict him everybody framed everybody else.”’)

Because of ill health Hammett quit Pinkerton in early 1922. His
bronchial condition became so bad that he was too weak to walk to the
library and required assistance to get from the bedroom to the bathroom.

The Hammeuts' first child, Mary Jane, was born in October, 1921.
Because of his TB Hammett had to limit his contact with her. Since money
was scarce, Hammett entered business school, training himself to become a
newspaper reporter. This experience convinced him that advertising was
the career he wanted and that more than anything else he wanted to write.
Hammett went to work as advertising manager for Albert Samuels, who
owned a jewelry store on Market Street. Though he was good at the job and
areliable and loyal employee, he started drinking again. After working all
day on copy for Samuels, Hammett would go home to his apartment and
drink most of the night. Hammett also smoked incessantly, rolling his own
cigarettes. His drinking was done mostly to control the irritation of
excessive smoking and the pain of recurrent coughing.

Hammett loved to read and he read avidly trying to educate himself.
Science, biography, classical literature, history, the occult were favored
topics. He discovered pulp magazines and, after reading a few of the stories,
was convinced he could write better than the authors he was reading. So he
set out to try. Another motive was his feeling that he had only a little time
left to live and the only thing hereally wanted to do was to write. In the fall
of 1922, at age 28, Hammett started writing for publication and he chose
George Jean Nathan's and H.L. Mencken’s Smart Set as his outlet. The
Smart Set paid little more than a penny a word and Hammett’s first effort
was a 600-word anecdote, published in October, 1922, about a woman who
disliked her husband for his stubbornness and then discovers her six-
month-old son takes after the father. Hammett called it ‘““The Parthian
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Shot”” because the woman’s final thrust before leaving the family is to have
the son christened “Don.” The reader is left to realize that the boy’s
surname 1s “KEY."”

He published a second piece in the November, 1922, issue of Smart Set
and began to send short pieces to other magazines. This success led him to
try his hand at short stories which he typed out on an Underwood
typewriter at his kitchen table. His first short story, “The Barber and His
Wife,” appeared in the December, 1922, issue of Brief Stories, the same time
as his first Black Mask story, “'The Road Home."" It was for Black Mask that
Hammett began to write about his former profession, using the pen name
Peter Collinson (Peter Collins is criminal detective slang for nobody) for
both.

After publishing several short stories under the Collinson and other
pseudonyms, he published the story “Crooked Souls” in the October 15,
1923 Black Mask and signed it Dashiell Hammett. From then on—with
one interesting exception—he signed all of his stories and novels Dashiell
Hammett. The interesting exception was a story he sold under financial
pressure to Detective Fiction Weekly, which he signed as Samuel Dashiell
because he felt it was not up to the quality of his previous work.

By the end of 1923 Hammett was writing and publishing almost
exclusively in Black Mask. In only 20 months, between November, 1922,
and June, 1924, Hammett published 25 stories in the pulp magazines and
nearly half were longer than twenty-five hundred words.

As his literary career improved, Hammett's physical condition
worsened. From the summer of 1923 his life was consumed by his fiction.
He was too ill to work at anything else, and since he had little or no social
life he stayed home and wrote. But at a penny a word 1t was still hard to
make a decent living. When a second daughter was born, Hammett sent his
wife and daughters off to Montana to live with relatives.

With his family gone Hammett rented a cheap room on Pine Street.
Many umes he would write all night and would, on occasion, still work for
Samuels. This regimen told on him. Often he forgot to eat and when he did
it was dietetically inadequate. He lived on soup, Scotch, coffee and
cigarettes, and occasionally slept with a girl across the hall or another
female friend living nearby on Grant Street.

In the latter part of 1925 Hammett consulted a physician who told him
his lung problem was “cured.” Hammett did feel better, coughed less and
continued to write, setting most of his stories in San Francisco and
featuring as characters people he knew or had known in the past. Hammett
could never write about anything or any place with whom or with which
he was not intimately familiar. He acquired an apartment and when his
surroundings improved he became more productive.

Hammett's work was not always eagerly accepted by his editors. When
Phil Cody took over the editorship of Black Mask from George Sutton he
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started off by rejecting two of Hammett’s stories. Hammett apologized to
Cody and explained their inferiority as being due to his writing them solely
for the money. He reworked them and they were readily accepted. When
Captain Joseph T. Shaw took over the Black Mask editorship he also
started out by rejecting one of Hammett's stories. Hammett was infuriated
and threatened never to write for Black Mask again. Shaw then read several
back issues of the magazine and saw that Hammett was exactly what he
needed. He wrote Hammett a very apologetic letter begging him to write a
novel-length story. Shaw also asked Erle Stanley Gardner—one of
Hammett's pulp-writer friends—to intercede with Hammett on his behalf.
Gardner did, and Hammett liked Shaw’s suggestion. The result was the
short novel “Blood Money,” one of Hammett's best.

Josephine did not sympathize with Hammett’s desire to become an
important writer. It was primarily for this reason that Hammett was
separated from his family. Nevertheless, he loved them dearly—
particularly Mary Jane—and he wanted them near him. He moved them to
San Anselmo and then to San Francisco where he rented them an
apartment on the cable car line. He lived nearby in an apartment on Turk
Street.

Shortly before this, while living at 891 Post Street, he completed his
first true novel, Red Harvest. It was written 1n 1927, and the first of four
parts was published in the November 1927 issue of Black Mask. Red
Harvest featured the Continental Op. As the plot develops the Op is called
to Personville—known as Poisonville—by Donald Willsson—the son of
Elihu Willsson, a man who for forty years “‘had owned Fersonville, heart,
soul, skin and guts.” More than two dozen murders are committed in Red
Harvest. Most of the people the Op meets are killed. Personville is gripped
by corruption, and the Op arranges many of the killings in his effort to
clean up the city. This novel was inspired by Hammett's own experiences
in Butte, Montana, where he worked for Pinkerton as a strike-breaker. He
used this book as an opportunity to reverse the anti-union activities that
his former job had required of him.

In November, 1928, the first of four parts of The Dain Curse,
Hammett's second novel, was also published in Black Mask. Like Red
Harvest, this novel also grew out of an earlier short story called “The
Scorched Face.”” Though it is generally considered to be his weakest book
(in a 1932 interview Hammett himself called it “a silly story”), itisstill a
first-rate and entertaining novel. Laced with traces of mysticism, the novel
centers around a beautiful woman, Gabrielle Leggett, who believes she has
inherited a family curse from her mother. The Dain Curse, dedicated to
Albert S. Samuels, was the second and last Op novel (and just about the last
description of the Op, since he appeared in only three more short stories).
Hammett's characterization of the Op is the novel’s greatest strength. He is
a model knight—noble and dedicated to the rescue of innocence.
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By comparison to Red Harvest, The Dain Curse was not excessively
violent. Yet in 1929, Hammett's novels were considered suitable for mature
readers only. The book was both a popular and a critical success, but
financially Hammett’s profit was minimal.

In September, 1929, the first of five parts of The Maltese Falcon,
Hammett’s third novel and his masterpiece, was published in Black Mask.
Five months later, in February, 1930, the entire novel was published by
Knopf. According to Hammett himself, “If this book had been written
with the help of an outline or notes or even a clearly defined plotidea in my
head, I might now be able to say how it came to be written and why it took
the shape it did, but all I can remember about its invention is that
somewhere I had read of the peculiar rental agreement between Charles V
and the Order of the Hospital of Saint John of Jerusalem, that in a short
story called The Whosis Kid I had failed to make the most of a situation I
liked, that in another called The Gutting of Couffignal I had been equally
unfortunate with an equally promising denouement, and that I thought I
might have better luck with these two failures if I combined them with the
Maltese lease in a longer story.”

It is in the Falcon, of course, that Hammett created his most famous
private eye, the immortal Sam Spade. Hammett used the third person
narrative to give Spade added strength. The novel, set in San Francisco,
covers a five-day period—between Wednesday and Sunday, in December,
1928. Brigid O’Shaughnessy comes to Spade and his partner, Miles Archer,
for help. She intends to use both to help her get rid of her criminal
boyfriend, Floyd Thursby. Thursby served as protection for her while she
was looking for the Maltese Falcon, a priceless statue. Brigid tells Spade
and Archer that her sister had run away with Thursby and he won’t tell her
where her sister is hiding. She hires Spade and Archer under the pretense of
shadowing Thursby in order to find her sister. This ruse will keep Thursby
out of the way so she can collect the Falcon when it arrives by boat. If
Brigid’s plan works out, Thursby will kill his shadows as soon as he
discovers he’s being followed or be killed himself. If he doesn’t behave like
Brigid wants then she’ll kill the shadow and blame it on Thursby. She gets
Archer to do the shadowing, and on Thursday night Brigid kills both
Archer and Thursby. In doing so she manages to have Thursby’s murder
tied to Spade, who must have murdered Thursby torevenge Archer’s death.
Suspicion is easily thrown on Spade because Spade not only disliked
Archer but was having an affair with his wife. Spade, therefore, has to find
the murderer and punish him to protect himself and his reputation.

Two other equally ruthless individuals are after the Falcon—Caspar
Gutman, a criminal genius, and a homosexual named Joel Cairo. Spade
manages to outwit Cairo, Gutman, the police and the DA and discovers
that Brigid is the key. At the climax Spade is faced with the choice of
turning Brigid in for the murders or going away with her.
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The publication of The Maltese Falcon assured Hammett's
reputation as a fine writer. Alexander Woolcott called it “‘the best detective
story America has yet produced.”” The Judge critic, Tod Shane, said “The
writing is better than Hemingway, since it conceals not softness but
hardness.”” Frank P. Adams called it “‘the only detective tale that I have
been able to read through since the days of Sherlock Holmes.”” Other critics
were equally effusive, comparing Hammett to the greatest American
writers of the day.

Hammett's next novel was The Glass Key. After finishing it Hammett
was ruined as a novelist. His fame destroyed him as a writer. The fruits of
this fame—the liquor, women, money and the notoriety—left him soft and
weak. The Glass Key was serialized in Black Mask in four parts and, for
some reason, was published first in England in January, 1931, and then in
the U.S. in April of the same year. Most critics consider it and the Falcon as
Hammett’s strongest novels. The Glass Key 1s actually a hard-boiled love
story, a story about human relationships and the corrupting effects of
political power. It also features anon-detective gambler, Ned Beaumont, as
the non-hero. Beaumont is a political organizer—a ward heeler—working
for Paul Madrig, who controls an unnamed city near New York. The
action occurs 1n the late 1920s or early 1930s.

The glass key is symbolic of the knowledge Ned and the others gain
during the course of events—once the door 1s open and you know what's on
the other side you have to live with this knowledge; it can’t be unlearned. A
“glass key”” works only once—to unlock the door. This metaphor applies
to all the major characters in the novel: Senator Henry, who learns the
result of his lust for poliucal power; Madrig, who cannot undo his
attempts to cover up the Senator’s crime; Janet Henry, who learns the
extent of her father’s corruption; and Ned, who, ironically, must break off
with Madrig in order to save his friend’s life.

In Hammett’s opinion The Glass Key was his best book, and many
critics agreed. According to Julian Symons:

»
The Glass Key is the peak of Hammett's achievement which is to say the peak of
the crime writer's art in the twentieth century. Constant rereading of it offers fresh
revelations of the way in which a crime writer with sufficient skill and tact can use
violent events to comment by indirecuion on life, art, society, and at the same time
compose a novel admirable in the carpentry of its structure and delicately
mtelligent in its suggestions of truths about human relationships. As a novel The
Glass Key 1s remarkable, as a crime novel unique .... The Glass Key can stand
comparison with any American novel of its decade.

Dorothy Parker idolized Hammett and said so in the pages of The New
Yorker. Will Cuppy in The New York Herald Tribune called The Glass
Key “about twice as good as his The Maltese Falcon,” and another critic,
Walter Brooks, said that Hammett “*has now written the three best detective
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stories ever published.” He was referring to Red Harvest, The Maltese
Falcon and The Glass Key. History has agreed. These three books are
generaltly acknowledged as Hammett's masterworks.

In the summer of 1930 Hammett moved to Hollywood after signing a
contract with Paramount to write original screen stories. Although he was
never among the inner circte of Hollywood moviemakers, he did meet
many other creative artists and made some lifelong and influential
friendships. He began to carouse and drink heavily and in a short while he
had spent everything he had made. He began to develop headaches and
breathing difficulties and after one of his original screenplays was rejected
he moved to New York in disgust and took on Ben Wasson as his literary
agent. Wasson also handled William Faulkner. Hammett and Faulkner hit
if off immediatety and became fast friends. Wasson wanted something to
sell while the good reviews of The Glass Key were fresh in the editors’
minds. So Hammett obliged sith the first sixty-five pages of The Thin
Man. This fragment was completely different from the novet that was
finally published which proved to be his last and his weakest. This was a
novel that, in Hammett's own words, “always bored me.” In it Hammett
mtroduces Nick and Nora Chartles, who are relaxed, carefree and urbane.
They are the epitome of charm. Nick is an ex-private eye who retired when
he met and marrted Nora. He would rather play, drink and party than solve
crimes. Yet in The Thin Man he 1s required by circumstances, not of his
own choosing, to sotve three murders.

The novel 1s witty, bright, breezy and full of fascinating minor
characters. One of the most interesting 1s the cross-word puzzle addict’s
darling, the Charles’ dog, Asta. Of historical interest is the fact that the
novel was considered risque at the time 1t was published. The mere fact that
Nora went out with other men and Nick was attracted to other women was
considered immoratl as was the scene where after Nick scufftes with Mimi
Jorgensen in her apartment, Nora asks, ““Tell me something, Nick. Tell me
the truth: when you were wrestling with Mimi, didn’t you have an
erection?”’ “Oh, a liute.” She laughed and got up from the floor. “If you
aren’t a disgusting old lecher,” she said.

In the Redbook serialized version this passage was censored, but
Knoplf, the publisher, capitalized on it with an ad in the New York Times
referring to the question. Nevertheless, because of this passage the novel
was banned in Canada. Of further interest is the fact that the novel’s dust
jacket carried Hammett's photograph. Since Hammett himself was very
thin and was posing as Nick Charles, little wonder that the publicregarded
Charles—and even Hammett himself—as the “‘thin man” the titte referred
to.

White Hammett was in Hollywood in late 1930 or early 1931 he met
Liltian Hellman, who at the time was working at MGM as a script writer.
This was the beginning of a thirty-year relationship which had a profound
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effect on both their lives. Hellman was 24 and Hammett 36 when they met.
By March of 1931 he was calling her “darling” and in 1932 Hellman
divorced her husband, Arthur Kober, and began living with Hammetton a
periodic basis. The only details of their relationship come to us from
Hellman’s highly selective and subjective accounts. In Richard Layman's
most apt and descriptive account:

What is known with some certainty is that Hammett loved Hellman, that he
helped her realize her literary ambiuons, and that the history of their life together
includes his decline as a writer and his increased involvement in political causes
that Hellman often espoused more vociferously than he did.

Although Hellman wrote about Hammett in four separate memoirs
after his death, she also has been so protective of him she has inhibited
biographical research. She approved Diane Johnson as the official
Hammett biographer and the “truth about her and Hammett” was
supposed to emerge in the pages of Johnson's long awaited opus, Dashiell
Hammett: A Life (Random House, 1983). Whether it contains any more
“truth” or merely some additional unreliable and highly subjective fantasy
has been hotly debated by the critics.

By the end of 1931 Hammett was broke and had to start writing again.
In the next two years he wrote seven stories and three short articles. Three
of these stories were about Sam Spade, capitalizing on the popularity of
The Maltese Falcon. These have been subsequently collected and reprinted
i the volume called A Man Named Spade. Because they were written
under the pressure of a need for money they were not up to the quality of
the earlier Op stories. Nevertheless, Hammett was gaining popularity and
with it increasing financial success, even though in the fall of 1932 he had
to leave Hotel Pierre in New York City at the end of September with his bill
unpaid.

Following publication of The Thin Man in 1934, Hollywood grabbed
the movie rights and a movie based on the novel was released in June of the
same year. This was the first of six movies based on the Thin Man
characters released between 1934 and 1947. As a result of the first movie’s
popularity, Hammett became one of the most sought-after literary lights in
the nation.

For this reason William Randolph Hearst’s King Features syndicate
persuaded Hammett to provide the continuity of a daily comic strip,
“Secret Agent X-9,” drawn by a young artist named Alex Raymond.
Hammeut received $500 a week for his efforts and was glad to get it. The
strip was well received and equally well publicized, called by some “the
greatest detective strip ever published.” Hammett’s name was associated
with it, however, for only a little over a year.

Because of Hammett’s popularity RKO, Warner Brothers, Paramount
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and Universal began to bargain for his services and movie rights to his
work. In fact, between 1934 and 1936 six movies were made from his
original stories or adapted from his work. In October 1934, Hammett
became a screen writer for MGM and moved into the Beverly Wilshire
Hotel in Hollywood. In June 1935 Paramount released the movie version
of The Glass Key and Hammett’'s MGM contract was renewed.

In 1936, however, Hammett moved back to New York and was
hospitalized briefly again because of excessive drinking and partying.
When he was released he found himself in a tight financial spot because of
his high living. As fast as the money poured in, Hammett mismanaged it.
In December After the Thin Man, a movie based on Hammett's original
story was released and in the following February Hammett sold MGM all
rights to The Thin Man ttle and the characters for $40,000. Again
Hammett moved back to the Beverly Hilton in Hollywood and resumed an
extravagant, flamboyant lifestyle.

Hammett's work on scripts and revisions was not wholly satisfactory
and his drinking increased along with his string of broken promises and
failures to meet deadlines. Sadly, Hammeut claimed he was working on a
new novel to be tuded “There Was A Young Man.” Alfred Knopf, his
publisher, disappointed time and again by Hammett's failure to deliver,
washed his hands of Hammett. Hammeu then went to Random House
who gave him an advance on scheduled publication for the fall of 1939. But
there was no book to publish and Hammeut finally returned the advance,
telling the publisher, Bennett Cerf, “I'm afraid I'll never write it. I'm
petering out.”

The words were prophetic. From this point on, Hammett's career
went downhill. Largely because of Hellman’s influence, Hammett became
more and more interested in political causes, lending his support first to
the Loyalist cause during the Spanish Civil War and then to the Screen
Writers’ Guild. In November 1938 Hammett spoke at a number of
Communist-sponsored anti-Nazi rallies in New York. Although it was
never established that Hammett became a member of the Communist party
it seems likely, from the responsibilities he was given for party activities,
that he did join the party sometime in 1937 or 1938. Hammett favored voter
registration drives for blacks and immigrauon of foreign vicums of
persecution. He was anti-Nazi and anu-Fascist, promoted labor unions
and believed that no government worker should be fired because of his
political belief.

In May 1939, Hammett headed a project called Equality: A Monthly
Journal to Defend Democratic Rights and Combat Anti-Semitism and
Racism. The journal ran through 1940 and supported all anti-fascist and
Jewish causes. In 1940 Hammett became Nauonal Chairman of the
Committee on Election Rights and worked vigorously to get the
Communist party slate on as many state ballots as possible. These activities
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plus his other supportive actions for leftist causes between April 1938 and
December 1941 brought him to the attention of the House unAmerican
Activities Committee and the FBI.

After Pear] Harbor, Hammett felt he should support the fight against
facism, so he tried several times to enlist in the Army. Because of his
tuberculosis, his age (he was 47 in 1941) and his rotten teeth he was always
rejected. Finally, in the fall of 1942, when Army enlistment standards had
softened, he had some of his teeth pulled and he was inducted and assigned
to Signal Corps training at Fort Monmouth, New Jersey. A few weeks later
Hammett was sent to Fort Lewis, Washington, and was then assigned to
Adak, Alaska.

The commander of the Aleutians admired Hammett's work and gave
him the priority assignment of starting a camp newspaper, The Adakian.
Hammett successfully edited this 4-page newspaper for approximately
fifteen months and was supremely happy with it. For the rest of the war
Hammett received a number of writing assignments compiling campaign
histories, and one history in particular, The Battle of the Aleutians, which
is a collector’s item today.

In August 1945 he returned to the US and was honorably discharged at
Fort Dix, New Jersey, on 6 September 1945. Now, at the age of 51, Hammett
moved to an apartment in New York City where his primary activities
consisted of drinking and reading. By this time, however, Hammett was a
confirmed alcoholic, and had given up all hope of resuming his writing
career. He told one acquaintance that most days he saw no reason to get out
of bed in the morning. He was careless and indifferent about money and
tipped everyone extravagantly.

Because of his sympathies for the downtrodden, Hammett con-
tinued his politcal acuvites and in June 1916 he was elected president
of the Civil Rights Congress of New York—a Communist affiliated group.
In October he resumed his attempt to get Communist candidates on the
ballot and he continued to lend his name and support to a wide range of
liberal and leftist causes.

In late 1948 and early 1949 Hammett’s health deteriorated and he was
admitted to the Lennox Hill Hospital where the doctor told him if he
continued drinking he would die. He did quit and with Hellman’s help
began to work again, assisting Hellman with her theatrical activities.
Hammett even returned to Hollywood for a writing assignment and
renewed his relationship with his daughter Josephine. He was not happy,
however, and after six months returned to New York and Hellman.

By 1950 the FBI had compiled a 20-page report on Hammett and his
alleged “‘subversive” activities. Finally, in July 1951, Hammett, as one of
the trustees of the bail fund of the Civil Rights Congress, was called to
court to testify about this fund as well as the whereabouts of four
Communist leaders who jumped bail after being convicted of criminal
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conspiracy to teach and advocate the overthrow of the U.S. Government.
When questioned on the stand, Hammett stubbornly refused any
cooperation with the court. As a result the judge found him guilty of
contempt and he was sentenced to prison for a six-month term. Hammett
served the full six months, part of it in the Federal Detention Center on
West Street in New York and the rest in the Federal Correctional Institute
at Ashland, Kentucky. He was released in December 1951 after having
served 22 weeks of his 26 week sentence, getting time off for good behavior.
He was 57 years old when he left prison and found himself in dire financial
straits as a result of suits for back income taxes which, again on principle
(“I'd rather give 1t away than have it taken by the government’) he had
neglected to pay. During 1952 he became sick again and was unabte o
work. He was so ill when the House unAmerican Activities Committee
came after him that Hellman tesufied in his place and refused to tell the
Committee about anything except her own activiues.

Hellman on several occasions stressed that Hammett was highly
critical of many Marxist doctrines and was often contemptuous of the
Soviet Union. Withhiam Nolan, in his biography, sums up Hammett's
political beliefs as those of a humanist and a crusader:

An idealist and a visionary, an acuvist in the cause of human rights and social
justice, Hammett chose what seemed to hun the best (and only) means at hand with
which 1o pursue this vision. He never wavered [rom his humanisuc philosophy
which in large part differed radically from the “party hine' 1o which he was
connected.

Although the McCarthy hearings did nothing o Hammeu, the
Internal Revenue Service found him guilty of tax evasion and seized all
royalties from his books, radio and motion picture residuals for the rest of
his life. His books were removed from the State Deparument libraries for a
short time until President Eisenhower ordered them replaced.

From 1952 Hammett lived rent free in a cottage on the estate of Dr.
Samuel Rosen and he visited Hellman off and on in her house on Martha’s
Vineyard. In August 1955 Hammett had a heart attack which along with
his lung and hiver ailments totally disabled him from that date onward.
During Hammett's remaining years Hellman took care of him, renting a
cabin for them 1n the process. She refused to allow him to enter a veteran’s
hospital when he was no longer able to care for himself. When she learned
that in addition to emphysema he also had an inoperable lung cancer she
refused to tetl him. As Hellman noted in her introduction to The Big
Knockover:

His death was caused by cancer of the lungs, discovered only two months before
he died. It was not operable—I doubt that he would have agreed 1o an operation
even if it had been—and so I decided not to tetl him about the cancer. The doctor
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said that when the pain came 1t would come in the right chest and arm, but that the
pain might never come. The doctor was wrong. Only a few hours after he told me
the pain did come.

Toward the end of his life Hammett rationed himself to one martini a
day. Recognizing he had only a little while left, Hellman one day offered
him a second martini. Hammett refused. Hellman said she never thought
she would live to see the day that he would turn one down.

On January 10, 1961 Hammett died at the Lenox Hill Hospital in New
York City. His funeral was held at Campbell’s Funeral Home on Madison
Avenue and paid for by the VA. He was buried at Arlington National
Cemetery on January 13. Hellman delivered his eulogy and called him ““a
man of simple honor and great bravery. He didn’t always think well of the
society we live i and yet when it punished him he made no complaint
against 1t and had no anger about the punishment.”

The Continental Op—An Ordinary Knight

The Continental Op was Hammett’s first private eye and there was
nothing glamorous or heroic about him. He was short, thick-set, weighing
about 180 pounds, balding and approximately 35 years of age. He had no
name, no home and no personal existence apart from his job. He lived by a
code which mcludes the rather strict rules laid down by the Continental
Agency. He lived for his work. In the Op’s words, “detecting is a hard
business and you use whatever tools come to hand.” The Op was a tough
mdividual. If we follow his career closely we see him become tougher and
more callous as he ages. The Op becomes a dispassionate and cynical
professional—a man with a job to do, a rugged individualist out to right
social wrongs. The Op 1s a knight out to expose corruption wherever he
may find 1t, a hero who speaks for the majority of men everywhere who
question the social values they see around them.

One of the reasons we are attracted to the Op is that he makes choices
and sticks by his principles. He feels a sense of duty and loyalty to his
clients and he fights to protect the lives of the innocent and the worthy. The
Op’s characteristics are those we have always admired in all men of action
and our chivalrous Pls: courage, mental and physical strength,
indestructibility, indifference to danger, honesty, knightly attitudes, pity
for the weak and helpless, a deep sense of loyalty to worthy causes, and a
passionate belief in honor and justice.

David Bazelon, curiously, does not see the Op as an opponent of evil.
He, instead, sees him as a moral neutral. In Bazelon’s words:

The Op is primarily a job-holder: All the stories in which he appears begin with
an assignment and end when he has completed it. To an extent, competence
replaces moral stature as the criterion of an individual’s worth. The only persons
who gain any respect from the Op are those who behave competently—and all
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such, criminal or otherwise—are accorded some respect. This auitude is applied 1o
women as well as men. In The Dain Curse, the Op 1s atracted deeply only 1o the
woman who has capacity and realism—and he fears her for the same reason .. ..

What is wrong with the character of the Op—the American—is that he almost
never wrestles with personal motives of his own. The private eye has no private tife.
He simply wants to do his job well.

Itis interesting, in view of the importance of job-doing 1o the detective, to remark
the reasons for this lack of personal mouvation. What the Op has as a substitute for
motive 1s a more or less total projection of himself into the violent environment of
crime and death. . . . The quesuon of doing or not doing a job competently scems to
have replaced the whole larger question of good and evil. The Op catches criminals
because 1t is his job o do so, not because they are criminals.

Sam Spade—The Blond Satan

Like the Op, Spade also followed the agency’s code. In fact Spade is the
romantic embodiment of the private detective’s creed. He takes his job
personally and seriously and he would never allow his emotions to
overrule his loyalty to the code—to give his client his best. Spade is the
ultimate private eye, the epitome of the genre—smart, tough, insightful,
worldly wise, painstaking and imbued with a personal sense of right and
justice which overshadows all else. As Sam himself says, “There ought to
be a law making criminals give themselves up ...." Butsince there isn’t,
no one 1s better qualified than he is to take the law’s place. His job is to find
out and he does. He detects, gets the facts and then figures the angles.

Samuel Spade was born in 1895 and, worked in Seattle for a time. He is
six feet tall and weighs approximately 185 pounds. He has a V-for-Victory
face with blonde hair and yellow-eyes, a big hooked nose, thick brows, flat
temples, a widow’s peak and jutting jaw. He looks like a blonde Satan.
Spade is muscular, heavy-boned, with shoulders that have a slight droop,
and his hands are big and strong with thick fingers. He prefers gray suits,
dark brown shoes and a gray felt hat. He also likes green striped shirts with
a green ue. In winter he wears a loose tweed overcoat. Spade is a heavy
smoker and a heavy drinker. Rather than buying cigarettes, Spade rolls his
own from Bull Durham loose tobacco and brown cigarette papers. He
lights them with a pigskin-wrapped nickel-plated cigarette lighter. At
home he drinks straight Bacardi from a wineglass and at the office he
drinks premixed Manhattans from a paper cup.

As described by Ellery Queen in the introduction to a collection titled
A Man Called Spade, Spade 1s a

rough-and-tumble operative who is most dangerous when his smile {lickers witha
dreamy quality; who hates 10 be hit without hitting back; who won't play the sap
for anyone, man or woman, dead or alive; who can call a $2,000,000 rare avis a
dingus and who, when asked in the latest movie version what the heavy lead falcon
was made of, answered ‘the stuff of dreams.” Meet the wild man from Frisco who
atways calls a spade a spade.
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Spade—like Hammett—doesn’t own a car or have a driver’s license.
He works out of a three-room, sparsely furnished office on Sutter Street
near Kearney in San Francisco. There is an outer room, a reception-
secretarial area, and two inner offices: one for Spade and one for his
partner, Miles Archer. Spade’s office 1s equipped with a beat-up desk with a
desk blotter and an ashtray and an old armchair. His office help is a cake-
loving, attractive secretary in her early twenties named Effie Perine. Sam
will work for anyone with the wherewithal but he will not kill or commit
burglary. He doesn’t carry a gun and has no standard fee schedule. Fees are
set on the basis of the client’s ability to pay. Spade’s greatest weakness is
women although he distrusts them. He has been known to carry on more
than one affair at a time.

In fact Peter Wolfe casts Spade in the role of a lover. According to
Wolfe, what most readers and critics alike have overlooked is Spade’s heart.
In Wolfe’s words:

[Spade’s] toughness is leavened by both tenderness and subtlety; he has a
feminine sensitivity to aumospheres and textures. Though basically a man of
acuon, he doesn’t exhaust his personality in man-tatk or high-speed movement.

Wolfe points out that although Spade sneers at male authority figures and
cracks wise with lawyers and other detectives,

He can extend both charity and charm to women without evoking something in
return. He will rarely address Brigid or Effie Perine, his secretary, without using
terms of endearment, like ‘angel,” ‘precious,” or ‘darling.’

Philip Durham has summarized what we find so enjoyable and so
worthy in Hammett and his heroes: although Hammett’s heroes are
violent, the violence is not mere sensationalism.

It was, rather, a kind of meaningful violence, sometimes an explicit description
and implicit criticism of a corrupt society. Many Americans lost faith in the society
of the 1920s, and Hammett's heroes tried both to expose the corruptness and to
speak for men who, questioning the values of society, needed to be assured that
somewhere—if only on the pages of a pulp magazine—there were heroes who
cared.

This observation is equally true today. In a world of social inequities, of
lavish wealth and grinding poverty, life 1s in John F. Kennedy’s words,
“basically unfair.” Too often wrongs are not righted, justice is not served,
truth 1s suborned and the guilty go unpunished. Hammett was acutely
aware of such cruelties. He was a sensitive man who had to raise his
protesting voice in support of concepts he believed would serve the causes
of universal justice in an unjust world. When he created his fictional voices
they were knights in the service of all that is right—speaking in a language
universally understood by all who have suffered outrageous fortune and
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have yearned for revenge. Hammett's heroes are never dated. They are as
vital and exciting today as they were at the time of their creation. And there
1s every reason to believe that they will remain so for readers in the years to
come.

A Hammett Bibliography

Within the last few years a number of Hammett biographies have
appeared and a Hammett revival has occurred; Hammett-study is a
growth industry. Late in 1982 Stephen Talbot produced an excellent hour-
long documentary, T he Case of Dashiell Hammett, shown nationally on
PBS. In 1983 Diane Johnson's long-awaited biography finally appeared.
Ms. Johnson had Lillian Hellman's stamp of approval; therefore the
Johnson biography is supposed to be the last and final word on what really
happened between Hellman and Hammett. Our favorite sources, however,
are William F. Nolan’s Hammett: A Life at the Edge (Congdon & Weed,
New York, 1983), Richard Layman's Shadow Man: The Life of Dashiell
Hammett (Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1981), as well as his Dashiell
Hammett: A Descriptive Bibliography (Univ. of Piusburgh Press, 1979),
and Dashiell Hammett: A Casebook, by William F. Nolan (McNally and
Loftin,1969). Another mmportant source, particularly valuable for its
information about Hammett's Hollywood years is Chapters 5 and 6 of Jon
Tuska’s The Detective in Hollywood (Doubleday & Co., 1978). Peter
Wolfe's Beams Falling: The Art of Dashiell Hammett (Bowling Green
University Popular Press, 1979) 1s also particularly valuable for insights
into Hammett’s arustic richness and literary skill. Stephen Marcus’s
introduction to the Vintage edition of The Continental Op (1975) and
Hellman’s inwoduction to the Dell paperback edition of The Big
Knockover in 1967 are also informative and msightful. Perhaps the most
definiuve list of arucles, stories, radio and TV matenal concerning and
related to Hammett and his work are William F. Nolan’s three checklists
published in The Armchair Detective in 1973, 1976, and 1984 (Vol. 6, No. 2,
Vol. 9, No. 4 and Vol. 17, No. 4). Finally, no Hammett fan could afford to
miss Joe Gores’ superb novel—an imitauon of the Hammett style set in the
Hammett milieu—named appropriately—Hammett (Putnam’s, 1975, and
Ballantine Books, 1976).

Chandler
A very wise man once noted that every life 1s a failure when looked at
from the inside. This has never been truer than in the case of Raymond
Chandler. In the eyes of the literary world, however, few authors have been
more successful. Matthew J. Bruccoli noted that after Chandler’s death:

Raymond Chandler occupies a canonized position among twentieth-century
detective novelists. Along with Dashiell Hammett and James M. Cain, he was one
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of the big three of hard-boiled fiction; but Chandler has always enjoyed
considerable serious attention. His style has been justly admired. Indeed he has
been regarded as almost a major writer in some quarters—especially in Europe.
Such a judgement is not an absolute distortion for Chandler clearly merits respect.
He, as much as anyone else, took a subliterary American genre and made it into
literature. Hammett did it first, but Chandler did it better.

Chandler is generally regarded today as the most important writer of
detecuve fiction in the history of the genre. Yet at the time his novels were
first published they were poorly received and rather widely panned. Only
seventeen people attended his funeral in March 1959 and at least a third of
this number were strangers. Since this time Chandler’s stature has risen
considerably and we are fortunate today in having a number of critical
biographical studies that more than compensate for the early neglect.
While the definitive biography is Frank MacShane’s The Life of Raymond
Chandler (Dutton, 1976; Pelican, 1978) two other sources of great value are
Jerry Speir's Raymond Chandler (Frederick Ungar, 1981) and Philip
Durham’s Down These Mean Streets A Man Must Go: Raymond
Chandler’s Knight (Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1963). Additional
insights mto Chandler’s life and psyche are provided by Jon Tuska’s
superb work, The Detective in Hollywood (Doubleday, 1978)—must
reading for anyone having any interest in detective fiction and detective
films—and Matthew J. Bruccoli's Raymond Chandler: A Checklist (Kent
State Univ. Press, 1968).

Raymond Thornton Chandler, in his own words, “was conceived in
Laramie, Wyoming and if they had asked me I should have preferred to be
born there. I always like high altitudes.”” He was, nevertheless, born in
Chicago on 23 July 1888 where his American-English father, Maurice
Chandler, and his Irish mother, Florence Thornton, had set up
housekeeping a year after marriage i Laramie. Raymond grew up in
Chicago and Plausworth, Nebraska, where he and his mother spent their
summers. Chandler's mother and father divorced when Raymond was
eight. After the divorce Florence and Raymond moved to England where
he was educated in the English public schools and where he acquired his
sharpened eye for social distinctions.

Although Chandler attended Dulwich Public School and acquired a
love for the classics, there were no funds to send him to Oxford or
Cambridge where he had hoped to study law. Instead, he was sent to Paris
to prepare for the Civil Service exam. Completing the preparatory courses
in Paris—a city he loved—he moved to Munich, Nuremburg and Vienna to
finish his studies. In June 1907 Chandler took the exam for the Admiralty
Class I and Class II civil service clerkship. He placed third among the 600
candidates and began work as a clerk shortly thereafter.

Chandler’s literary career began a year earlier while in Paris in the



38 One Hundred And One Knights

form of a try at poetry. “My first poem,” Chandler stated, “‘was composed
at the age of nineteen on a Sunday, in the bathroom, and was published in
Chamber Journal. I am fortunate in not possessing a copy.”’ Although he
published 27 poems between 1908 and 1913, most are mawkishly
sentimental and lacking literary merit. Even later, after he became a well-
established writer, his verse was little improved.

Chandler soon found he detested civil service work and wanted more
than anything else to be a writer. Leaving the Admiralty he worked for a
while as a reporter for the London Daily Express and the Westminster
Gazette. Chandler also published a dozen articles and reviews in a British
literary journal named The Academy. Saddened by the suicide of a literary
friend and an unrequited love affair with a girl with “cornflower blue
eyes,” Chandler, in 1912, at 23 years of age borrowed five hundred pounds
from his uncle and came home to the U.S.

After spending a few weeks in Nebraska, Chandler moved to Los
Angeles, working at a number of different jobs from picking apricots to
stringing tennis rackets. He got a job as an accountant and a bookkeeper at
a Los Angeles creamery and took up residence in the older residential
section of LA northwest of Pershing Square. In 1916 Chandler’s mother
joined him and lived with him there the rest of her days.

In August 1917, at the beginning of World War I, Chandler went to
Victoria, British Columbia and enlisted in the Canadian Army. In March
1918 he was sent to France. In June he suffered a concussion during an
artillery barrage and was sent back to England. While there Chandler
transferred to the Royal Air Force and was still in training when the war
ended. He was discharged in Vancouver, returned to Los Angeles in 1919
and went into the o1l business starting with the Dabney Oil Syndicate. Asa
returning war veteran in his early thirues, Changdler was considered a very
eligible bachelor. Despite the efforts of friends to marry him off Chandler
fell in love with Pearl Cecily Hurlburt, known as Cissy. Chandler knew her
while she was still married and, in gentlemanly fashion, discussed their
romance and his desire to marry her with her husband long before the
divorce. Because Cissy was 18 years his senior, Chandler’s mother opposed
the marriage, so Chandler delayed it until Mrs. Chandler’s death in 1924.

Although many said that Chandler “married his mother,” Cissy was
not only young in appearance but young in manner and heart. She, for
example, often did her housework in the nude. During the early years of
their marriage she proved to be a marvelous wife, having brains, beauty,
maturity and a deep and sincere affection for her husband. The age
difference was of no consequence. Gradually, however, as she approached
sixty with her husband not yet forty the discrepancy began to show. Cissy
tried 1o hide her age by dyeing her hair blonde and wearing unsuitable
younger women's clothes. She also often feigned illness to win Chandler’s
attention and affection.

N MR
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While MacShane in his biography takes pains to emphasize the
stabilizing influence Cissy exerted on Chandler’s life, she was also a source
of great embarrassment in their later years together. However, she was the
most influential woman in Chandler’s life, and it is unlikely he would
have become a successful writer without her strong support and constant
encouragement.

Chandler became more and more successful as a businessman. Had it
not been for the depression, he probably would be unknown today. The
collapse of the oil business turned Chandler to the writing of fiction.

If the depression of the 30s was the primary motivator, Chandler’s
inability to resolve his own inner conflicts and to come to terms with the
disparate elements of his personality was an important secondary driving
force. The English Public School system had left its sexually devastating
mark, and the presence of young women-——secretaries and clerks around his
office—both disturbed and excited him. Chandler courted his own
secretary, and he took to weekending with other girls from his office and
using his powers as office manager for private ends. Moreover Chandler
began to drink heavily.

Chandler began writing by imitating others and his first imitations
were of Hemingway. Then he discovered the pulps and in his own words,
“It suddenly struck me that I might be able to write this stuff and get paid
while I was learning.” He found the stories in Black Mask and the other
pulps “‘forceful and honest, even though 1t had its crude aspect.”

Chandler became a student of modern American literature and began
to study seriously his contemporaries and predecessors—particularly
Dashiell Hammett. He later cited Hammett as the main influence on his
work. Chandler wrote about Hammett: “He had style, but his audience
didn’t know 1t because it was a language not supposed to be capable of such
refinements .... He was spare, frugal, hard-boiled, but he did over and
over again what only the best writers can ever do at all. He wrote scenes that
seemed never to have been written before.”” But in Chandler’s words, “I
thought perhaps I could go a bit further, be a bit more humane, get a bit
more interested in people than in violent death.” Chandler wanted to write
detective stories where the people one encounters are more important than
the plot. One of the advantages of the detective formula is its flexibility
which enabled him to include characters from every walk of life and every
social stratum.

Chandler was not prolific. He wrote very slowly. He spent five months
on his first story, ‘“Blackmailers Don’t Shoot,” which he sent to Black
Mask. The editor, Joseph Shaw, sent it to W.T. Ballard with a note saying
the writer was either a genius or crazy. Chandler’s second story, ‘‘Smart-
Aleck Kill,” appeared in Black Mask in July 1934. The third story, “Finger
Man,” published in October 1934, was the first that Chandler said he felt at
home with and the first that was not imitative.
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Chandler experimented with a number of detectives before he settled
on Philip Marlowe. Some of Marlowe’s prototypes appearing in these
early stories were John Dalmas, Ted Carmady, Johnny De Ruse, Pete
Anglish, Sam Delaguerra, and the early literary father of Marlowe: ““. .. a
tall man with wide-set grey eyes, a thin nose, a jaw of stone. He had arather
sensitive mouth. His hair was crisp and black, ever so faintly touched with
gray, as by an almost diffident hand. His clothes fitted him as though they
had a soul of their own, not just a doubtful past. His name happened to be
Mallory.”

From the beginning Chandler’s short stories were unique. His short
stories were miniature novels. The writing was provocative and powerful,
filled with impressive visual images and a sardonic sense of humor. For
example, the short story “Red Wind” opens in the following manner:

There was a desert wind blowing that night. It was one of those hot dry Santa
Anas that come down through the mountain passes and curl your hair and make
your nerves jump and your skin itch. On mights like this every booze party ends in a
fight. Meck hitde wives feel the edge of the carving knife and study their husband’s
necks. Anything can happen. You can even get a full glass of beer at a cocktail
lounge.

The short stories Chandler published between 1933 and 1938 were
among the best of their type ever written and during these five years his
work steadily improved. He published only three stories in 1935; five in
1936; two in 1937; three in 1938; five in 1939; and no more until 1941. His
carnings for 1938 netted him $1,275. It was Cissy’s money that enabled
them to survive.

Chandler began his first novel, The Big Sleep, in 1938 and he read
detective fiction voluminously in preparation. Unlike Hammett,
Chandler knew very little about crime, criminals or police procedures and
he had to rely on his reading since he had little interest in or respect for the
police. In his words, “cops are pretty dumb people.” He also relied on his
memory. If he wanted to write about a seedy hotel he would go visit one and
sit in the lobby for half a day and observe the details around him. Like most
good writers he used whatever was at hand—especially the city of Los
Angeles and the state of California. Despite his wide reading he fell back on
his own work—his earlier stories—as the basis for the novel. The Big Sleep,
written in only three months, was based on two earlier stories—‘‘Killer in
the Rain” and “The Curtain.”

The Big Sleep centers around the Sternwoods—a family headed by an
old paralyzed ex-soldier and his two beautiful daughters: one a gambler
and the other a degenerate; plus a strangely absent son-in-law. With all its
money, vices and hidden scandals the family inevitably attracted
blackmailers, criminals and people with something to sell. Marlowe, the
private eye, is called in to break up a blackmail case but he soon finds




The King and the Royal Heir 41

himself involved in some odd and mysterious homicides which he
proceeds, in one vivid scene after another, to gradually understand and
finally solve. Although the plot is competently done, we do not read
Chandler for his plotting. We read him—for the writing and the
characterizations.

Chandler’s second novel, Farewell My Lovely, is a comedic drama also
based on two other short stories—*Try the Girl,” published in January
1937 and “Mandarin’s Jade,” published in November of the same year.
Chandler finished it in April 1940 but was working on his fourth novel,
The Lady In The Lake, at the same time and this caused something of a
delay. The plot of Farewell My Lovely revolves around the search by a
giant named Moose Malloy for his lost love, Velma. The action is fast and
furious and the tension in scene after scene keeps the reader as taut as the
strings of a violin.

Involved in the search for Velma are a black with a broken neck, a gin-
drinking floozie with a fine new radio, a lovely blonde of easy virtue with a
rich and sadly helpless husband, and a charlatan consultant who calls
himself a psychic. The character of Marlowe dominates and prevails.
Farewell My Lovely is the only detective story that literary critic Edmund
Wilson admitted to have read all of and enjoyed.

The third novel, The High Window, concerns the theft of a Brasher
Doubloon—a rare coin—followed by two murders. This novel also
contains a variety of richly assorted characters—some nice, some neurotic,
and some nasty. Essentially, it is the story of Merle Davis (nice) who has
been brainwashed into believing that she pushed Mrs. Murdock’s (nasty)
first husband out of a window because he made a pass at her. Marlowe
(nice) finally discovers a blackmailer, Vannier, (nasty) who owns a
photograph showing that Mrs. Murdock did the pushing. Merle is so very
nice she, at first, refuses to believe that Mrs. Murdock did 1t.

The fourth Marlowe novel, The Lady In The Lake, was also based on
his short story of the same name. It is both a morality play and a portrait of
a troubled society. Everyone in the novel has a serious problem or is in
some sort of deep personal trouble. The plot opens with Marlowe being
hired by Derace Kingsley, a rich cosmetics company head, to find his
missing wife. Kingsley admits that he hates her but he, nevertheless, wants
her found. While Marlowe discovers what the missing wife wasreally like,
a number of crimes also come to light. In the process of finding Mrs.
Kingsley, Marlowe is threatened by the police, beaten up, arrested,
blackjacked and forced to drink whiskey so he will appear drunk. He is
jailed, knocked out, drenched with gin and framed for murder—all under
the orders of a policeman named Lt. Degarmo.

Following the publication of The Lady In The Lake, Chandler sold
himself and his skill to Hollywood. It was an arrangement that proved
highly unsatisfactory for both Chandler and the movie industry. Chandler
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went 1o work as a screen-writer in 1944 for $1,750 a week. For the next seven
years Chandler worked on at least seven separate screenplays. Although he
was most closely associated with Paramount, he also worked with MGM,
Warner Brothers and Universal.

Though he was well paid and treated fairly his relationships with the
studios were highly strained. In 1947, for example, he was paid $100,000 to
prepare a screenplay version of one of his novels—but it was never
produced. The fault, however, was not entirely his. In translating his
novels for the screen the studios made unforgiveable blunders. The earliest
movie versions of his work attempted 1o superimpose characters created by
other writers on Chandler’s plots, and the results were monstrous.
Chandler’s first screenwriting assignment teamed him with Billy Wilder
on James M. Cain’s Double Indemnity. Though he received an Academy
Award nomination for his efforts, Chandler was not happy. He disliked
both Wilder and the finished product.

Chandler received a second Academy Award nomination for his
original screenplay, The Blue Dahlia, which he had originally intended as
a novel. Although he was not proud of The Blue Dahlia it was a financial
success grossing over $2,750,000. Chandler never returned to his novel after
the screenplay and no one knows whether 1t was originatly conceived as a
Marlowe vehicle.

In 1946 Chandler had his first chance to work on one of his own novels
when MGM filmed The Lady In The Lake. He disliked everything about
it. After two other aborted screen writings in 1946 and 1947 Chandler
teamed with Alfred Hitchcock 1n 1950 to convert Patricia Highsmith's
Strangers On A Train into a film. The collaboration was a failure and was
his last Hollywood screenwriting atempt. Although two more movies
were made from his novels after his death in 1959—Marlowe (based on The
Little Sister) in 1969 and The Long Goodbye in 1973 itis unlikely he would
have approved of either.

There was a hiatus of six years between The Lady In The Lake (1943)
and The Little Sister (1949) the most completely plotted of all the Marlowe
novels. This was the Hollywood novel. The plot revolves around
Orphamay Quest’s hiring Marlowe to find her brother Orrin.

The next novel, The Long Goodbye, followed four years later in 1953.
This novel, in Tuska’'s words, “has to be considered as literature rather
than in any way a thriller.” The plot concerns Terry Lennox, a friend of
Martowe’s, and his rich wife Sylvia. Sylvia turns up murdered and Terry
asks for Marlowe's help to escape to Mexico. Terry insists that he didn’t kill
her. Marlowe takes him to Mexico. On his return he is arrested, thrown
into jail and held as an accessory to murder. Marlowe is freed after the
police tell him that Lennox committed suicide after writing a full
confession, a confession which Marlowe subsequently disproves.

In 1955 Chandler was awarded an Edgar by the Mystery Writers of
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America for The Long Goodbye and his work became even more popular.
Recovering somewhat from Cissy’s death in December, 1954, he attempted
to find another woman to replace her. Most of his income from his books
and subsidiary rights—which came to approximately $25,000 a year—he
spent on potential candidates for marriage. He even went to England to try
to find a new life. But Cissy’s memory still haunted him and in an attempt
to cheer him up several of his English friends tried to find him suitable
female companionship.

In the meanwhile the hard drinking continued and, while he was
invited to many parties and dinners in his honor his consistent failure to
appear resulted in fewer and fewer invitations. The heavy drinking began
to take its toll. Though he did try to stop drinking he had little success.

In 1957 he went back to work on the novel Playback and hired Helga
Greene as his literary agent. Once more because of anxiety, depression and
sexual frustration he drank himself back into the sanitarium. After drying
out, with Helga’s help he was able to finish Playback three months ahead
of schedule 1n 1958. Playback is generally agreed 1o be his weakest and least
successful novel. Nevertheless it is filled with some of Chandler’s best
paragraphs. Playback is the story of Betty Mayfield whom Marlowe is hired
to keep an eye on. An arrogant attorney, Clyde Umvey, hires Marlowe to
follow one Eleanor King and report on her activities. In the process of
tailing her Marlowe is knocked cold, thrown in jail and then meets a
blackmailer named Larry Mitchell who has something on Eleanor King
who proves to be actually Betty Mayfield. Marlowe also finds he has PI
company in the form of a Kansas City Shamus named Goble who is also on
Betty's tail.

Though Playback is Marlowe’s weakest chronicle it 1s eminently
readable and rather sad. It is filled with autobiographical touches. One of
the most poignant moments comes at the end of Marlowe’s conversation
with an elderly man named Clarendon. At the close of the conversation
Marlowe starts to shake his hand: “I never shake hands,” he said. “‘My
hands are ugly and painful. I wear gloves for that reason. Good evening. If
I don’t see you again, good luck.” It is fascinating that nothing could be
more personal and relevant in Chandler’'s own life at this time. In
MacShane’s biography there is a photograph of Chandler with Helga
Greene made shortly before he died. It is very clear from the photo made ata
night club that Chandler is wearing gloves. We are also informed that
Chandler suffered painfully from an unsighdy skin disorder that forced
him to wear gloves in public. The scene, at the end of the novel, in which
Linda Loring introduced in The Long Goodbye calls from Paris and says
she wants to marry Marlowe is also a reflection of Chandler’s own dreams.

When the novel appeared, Newsweek ran a special news story on the
character change and Marlowe’s plans to marry. Chandler acknowledged
the story with this comment: ‘I thought it was time Marlowe was given
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something worth having, some love of his own. You see there’s a lot of him
in me, his loneliness.”” This decision led to Chandler’s plans for the next
Marlowe story in which, though married, Marlowe would hate Linda’s
style of living as well as the house in Palm, i.e., “Poodle Springs,” the
name Chandler felt was most appropriate for the popular California oasis.

Despite Chandler’s alcoholism, he was strong enough to fly to New
York and attend the MWA dinner and give his inaugural address as their
newly elected President. The weather in New York was bad and in his frail
condiuon he picked up a cold. His incessant drinking weakened him to the
point that he had no physical resistance. His cold grew worse and in a few
days after his return to California he contracted pneumonia. In his
weakened condition he could not fight off its effects. On 23 March 1959 he
was admitted to La Jolla Convalescent Hospital. He died there three days
later in his 71st year.

Chandler recognized, as Marlowe himself once observed, ‘“There is no
solution to life’s puzzles and problems.” And Jerry Speir observed that
nobody could have written a better obituary for himself than Chandler did
when describing the fictional author Roger Wade in The Long Goodbye:

He worried about his work and he hated himself because he was justa mercenary
hack. He was a weak man, unreconciled, frustrated, but understandable.

To this Speir adds, “'Obviously, the complexity of the man himself, the
mternal strife he suffered and the external conflict he witnessed, were
responsible for forging the works we now admire, and which surely merit
far more attenuon than those of any mere ‘mercenary hack’.”

What is the critcal estimate of Chandler’s work today? Erle Stanley
Gardner called him A star of the first magnitude in the constellation of
modern mystery writers.” The Kansas City Star stated, some ume ago:

When the hiterary historians some years hence jotdown the names of the Americans
who developed a distincuive style of mystery story wriung, Mr. Chandler will rank
high on the list .... Raymond Chandler is, first of all, a writer—one who uses
words consciously as a hiterary medium—and as such a master of his craft. Second,
that he is worth reading, not only as an author of murder mysteries but as a
novelist—whether you ordinarily read mystery stories or not. Third that his novels
may be considered a part of contemporary American literature, along with those of
such writers as Hammett, Cain, O’Hara, Burnett.

Typical of the accolades heaped on Chandler’s head in recent years
was a review of The Midnight Raymond Chandler published in 1981 by
E.R. Hagemann:

Chandler can dazzle and bewilder with a salvo of figurauve language that should
drive many writers to throw their typewriters in the garbage disposal. The style,
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probably derived from Dashiell Hammett and Ernest Hemingway, has been filed
down and honed until it 1s Chandler; and like any master, he has imitators but no
school.

Julian Symwons says that in the inevitable comparison between
Hammett and Chandler, Chandler comes off second best. Symons says
there is a toughness in Hammett that Chandler lacked and did not
appreciate. But in Chandler’s eyes, Hammett's toughness and the crude
code of ethics followed by Spade and the Continental Op were deficiencies
he specifically set out to remedy. Whileitis true, as Symons claims, that PIs
are rough people doing rough work and that Hammett’s vision is more
accurate, Chandler’s vision 1s more artistic—richer, more evocative and
more insightful. Chandler has a literary depth and range Hammett was
never able to reach. While it 1s, perhaps, futile and unfair to draw such
comparisons, Chandler was a more sensitive and even more intelligent
writer than Hammett and an excellent criticas well. He, better than others,
wrote his own epitaph in one of his letters:

To accept a mediocre form and make something like Hterature outof itis in itself
rather an accomplishment. ... Any decent writer who thinks of himself
occasionally as an arust would far rather be forgotten so that someone better might
be remembered.

Chandler’s singular accomplishment was that he did exactly that: he
took the crude, unpolished, hard-boiled murder mystery and cut, shaped
and polished 1t until it became a glittering work of art. We read him for the
sheer joy of his arrangement of the words and the beauty of his phrases.
This, for example, is his opening of The Little Sister:

It was one of those clear, bright summer mornings we get in the early Spring in
Cahlifornia before the high fog sets in. The rains are over. The hills are sull green
and in the valley across the Hollywood hills you can see snow on the high
mountains. The fur stores are advertsing their annual sales. The call-houses that
specialize 1n sixteen-year-old virgins are doing a land office business. And in
Beverly Hills the jacaranda trees are beginning to bloom.

And here, from The Long Goodbye is his description of a girl entering a
bar:

The old bar waiter came drifting by and glanced softly at my weak Scotch and
water. I shook my head and he bobbed his white thatch, and right then a dream
walked in. It seemed to me for an instant that there was no sound in the bar, that the
sharpies stopped sharping and the drunk on the stool stopped babbling away, and
it was just like after the conductor taps on his music stand and raises his arms and
holds them poised. She was slim and quite tall in a white linen tailor-made with a
black and white polka-dotted scarf around her throat. Her hair was the pate gold of
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a fairy princess. There was a small hat on it into which the pale gold hair nestled
like a bird in its nest. Her eyes were cornflower blue, a rare color, and the lashes were
long and almost too pale. She reached the table across the way and was pulling off a
white gauntleted glove and the old waiter had the table pulled out in a way no
waiter will ever pull out a table for me. She sat down and slipped the gloves under
the strap of her bag and thanked him with a smile so gentle, so exquisitely pure,
that he was damn near paralyzed by it. She said something to him in a very low
voice. He hurried away, bending forward. There was a guy who really had a
mission in life. '

Philip Marlowe

Chandler experimented with a nameless first person narrator in a
series of short stories before he fused them into, perhaps, the best-known
private eye in the world of detective ficuon. And Philip Marlowe is the
modern knight par excellence.

One of the principal reasons we admire Marlowe is his relentless
pursuit of the ideal of justice. Chandler once wrote that “the emotional
basis of the standard detective story was and had always been that murder
will out and justice will be done.”” But, as Chandler emphasizes, justice
will not be done “unless some very determined individual makes it his
business to see that justice is done.”

E.R. Hagemann described Marlowe as follows:

Philip Marlowe, private eye in L.A. Marlowe, the perversely virtuous knight in
Corrupuion City. His charger is an out-of-style Plymouth; his lance, a well-oiled
Luger ....

Forty dollars a day and expenses. Marlowe's fee for knighthood. He'll take 25 and
he's been known to take less. Over in Hollywood he's got an office where ‘the smell
of old dust’ hangs in the air ‘as flat and stale as a football interview.” He meets all
kinds (and in his kingdom there are all kinds); a fat man in a two-tone jacket which
‘would have been revolung on a zebra’; a mortician whose ‘composed gray face was
long enough to wrap twice around his neck’; a shady doctor whose smile was ‘like

(Y

powder smell in the air after a gun is fired’.

While Cary Grant was the actor who most resembled Marlowe in
Chandler’s mind, he was very impressed with Bogart’s portrayal in The
Big Sleep. Yet, it might come as a surprise to learn that Chandler fully
realized that Marlowe was far from being a realistic portrayal of the typical
private eye. In Chandler’s thinking: “The real-life private eye is a sleazy
little drudge from the Burns Agency, a strong-arm guy with no more
personality than a blackjack. He has about as much moral stature as a stop-
and-go-sign.”

MacShane in his biography of Chandler takes the position that the
reader cannot, and is not expected to, identify with Marlowe the character
but rather with Marlowe the narrator. Marlowe is never painted with
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sufficient depth or clarity that we know him ultimately. We do know,
however, his moral stance and his essential honesty, his sense of social
justice, and his hatred of pretense, cruelty and corruption. Marlowe’s
concern for others shows up time and time again in his novels. In
Playback, for example, the heroine asks Marlowe:

‘How can such a hard man be so gentle?’
‘If T wasn’t hard, I wouldn’t be alive. If I couldn’t ever be gentle, I wouldn’t
deserve to be alive.’

Atanother point in Playback Marlowe is talking to a young desk clerk
whose girl friend operates the switch board. The desk clerk complains to
Marlowe:

‘Yeah," he sighed, ‘You work twenty hours a day trying to put enough together to
buy a home. And by the time you have, fifteen other guys have been smooching
your girl.’

‘Not this one,’ I said. ‘She’s just teasing you. She glows every time she looks at
you.” I went out and left them smiling at each other.

The most valuable data about Chandler’s conception of Marlowe
comes to us from Chandler’s letters where he insists that Marlowe is not to
be taken seriously. In a 1951 letter he stressed: *“You must remember that
Marlowe is not a real person. He is a creature of fantasy. He is in a false
position because I put him there.”” To know this fictional man we have to
read long and carefully, and even then the facts are relatively few.

We know that Marlowe was born in 1906, 1s slightly over 6 feet tall and
weighs 190 pounds. His hair 1s dark and his eyes are brown. He is of a husky
build and women find him attractive in a rugged, brutish sort of way. He
usually wears a hat and a trench coat. When he dresses up he wears his one
and only powder-blue suit with black shoes and black socks. He has never
married and he is a heavy smoker with a preference for Camels. He lights
his cigarettes with kitchen matches, usually, and snicks them with his
thumbnail. Like his creator, he also smokes a pipe—most often when
doing some heavy thinking. He is a heavy drinker and keeps a bottle in his
desk drawer for himself and his clients. He routinely serves Scotch and
soda, or bourbon (Four Roses) with ginger ale when he is at home. He
dislikes sweet drinks and for cocktails he prefers a double Gibson—usually
two before dinner. He likes chocolate sundaes for dessert. He has a tough
and cynical manner, supported by a steady stream of wise and stinging
metaphors and similes (e.g., “Put some rouge on your cheeks. You look
like a snow-maiden after a hard night with the fishing fleet.””)

The well-turned .simile became the recognized trademark of
Chandler’s metaphorical style and the literary device most conveniently
imitated by subsequent authors. In his excellent study of popular culture,
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Adventure, Mystery and Romance John G. Cawelti offers this analysis of
how Chandler used the similes to reflect Marlowe’s character:

These similes are sometimes sharply pointed and effectively witty; occasionally
they degenerate into a mannerism. In general they are an effective means of stylistic
characterization, reflecting Marlowe’s personal style of perception and response.
By contrasting such exaggerated comparisons with the understatement and lack of
explicit emotion that also characterize Marlowe’s narration, Chandler gives us a
continual sense of Marlowe's complexity of attitude and character: He is intensely
sensitive, yet carries a shield of cynical apathy; he is disturbed to a point of near-
hysteria by the moral decay he encounters, yet always affects a wise-guy coolness
and wit; he 1s bitter, exasperated, and lonely, behind a veneer of taut self-control,
sarcasm, and indifference.

Despite the callous and flippant exterior he is, basically, a kind and
altruistic man. For relaxation he occasionally goes to the movies—as long
as they aren’t musicals—and he plays an occasional game of amateurish
chess. He lives in a sparse, sixth floor, three-and-a-half room apartment:
living room with French windows and a small balcony, bedroom, kitchen
and dineute, which he rents for $60 a month. He works out of a sixth floor
one-and-one-half room office in the Cahuenga Building on Hollywood
Boulevard. The office has a small waiting room and a larger interior office
equipped with a glass-topped desk, a hat rack, a squeaky swivel chair, a
wall calendar, five green metal filing cabinets, some wooden chairs and a
stained wooden cabinet that contains a wash bowl. He cannot afford either
a secretary or an answering service. He drives a big car—either a Chevrolet
or an Olds—when he can and he also likes convertibles. He wears a Smith
and Wesson .38 special with a four-inch barrel in a shoulder holster. He
totes a Luger in the car and on occasion he will use a Colt automatic. He
carries on his person a photostat of his PI license, an honorary deputy
sheriff’s badge, a number of phony business cards, a fountain pen
flashlight and a penknife. He eats sparingly and often misses meals with
one exception: breakfast.

He is strictly a loner—no living relatives and few friends—but he goes
to Dr. Carl Moss for medical help and cooperates grudgingly with Bernie
Ohls of the DA’s staff, Carl Randall of the Central Homicide Bureau and
Captain Gregory of the Missing Persons Bureau. His fee is $25 a day, later
inflated to $40 plus expenses. Expenses are mostly gasoline and booze.
Professionally he started as an insurance investigator. Next he worked for
the L.A. County District Attorney’s Office as a snooper until he was fired
for “insubordination.” He took up the PI business because it is all he
knew. He will take most any case that is legitimate but he doesn’t ““do
windows” (divorce work). His education consisted of two years at a college
in Oregon—either the University of Oregon or Oregon State—and what he
has learned prowling the streets of Los Angeles.
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His sex life is a series of frustrating and unsatisfactory one-night
stands and more than one psychologically-minded critic has hinted at a
possibility of latent homosexuality because of too many contemptuous
references to “queers,” ‘“‘fags,” ‘“‘pansies” and ‘‘queens,” plus his
ambivalent attitude toward the women in his life. Critic Gershon Legman,
went so far as to state, “The true explanation of Marlowe’s temperamental
disinterest in women is not ‘honor’ but his interest in men . . . . Chandler’s
Marlowe is clearly homosexual—a butterfly, as the Chinese say, dreaming
that he is a man.”

Marlowe’s attitude toward women was both romantic and chivalrous.
His tendency to idealize them is unmistakeable. Like many English school
graduates, Chandler had difficulty relating to the opposite sex and these
difficulties come through in the character of Marlowe and in his
relationships with nearly all the female characters. In Farewell My Lovely,
for example, Marlowe had an opportunity to bed Anne Riordan but turns
down her offer of an overnight accommodation and later tells Lt. Randall:
“She’s a nice girl. Not my type . ... Ilike smooth, shiny girls, hardboiled
and loaded with sin.” While this could be interpreted as macho
camaraderiec with the lieutenant, much more plausible is Speir's
interpretation that it shows: “a desire to keep his relationship with
Riordan on a distant, impersonal level unsullied by a contemptible
reality—to keep her on a pedestal ‘in an enchanted valley.” So far as we
know, Marlowe never has anything to do with ‘shiny, hardboiled girls’.”

Speir points to a second and even more important reason for
Marlowe’s avoidance of sexual entanglements, i.e., such romantic sub-
plots would detract, significantly, from the singlemindedness of the main
story—a literary tradition for most mystery novelists at the time. Further,
in The Long Goodbye when Lennox attacks women for being deceptive
Marlowe responds: “Takeiteasy . ... Sothey’'rehuman .. .. Whatdid you
expect—golden butterflies in a rosy mist?”

Although, in most instances, he does avoid entanglements he does
become romantically involved with Betty Mayfield in Playback:

I grabbed hold of her. She tried to fight me off but no fingernails. I kissed the top
of her head. Suddenly she clung to me and turned her face up.

‘All right. Kiss me, if it’s any satisfaction to you. I suppose you would rather have
this happen where there was a bed.’

‘I'm human.’

‘Don’t kid yourself. You're a dirty low-down detective. Kiss me.’

I kissed her. With my mouth close to hers I said: ‘He hanged himself tonight.’

Then, a few pages later the sexual encounter is clear and unmistakeable:

‘I'm tired. Do you mind if I lie down on your bed?’
‘Not if you take your clothes off.’
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‘All right—I'll take my clothes off. That's what you've been working up to isn’t

’

i?
And apparently it is because on the following page:

[ held her tight against me. ‘You can cry and cry and sob and sob, Betty. Go
ahead, I'm patient. If I wasn’t that—well, hell, if I wasn’t that—"

That was as far as I got. She was pressed tight to me trembling. She lifted her face
and dragged my head down unul I was kissing her.

‘Is there some other woman?' she asked softly between my teeth.

“T'here have been.’

‘But someone very special?’

“I'here was once, for a brief moment. But that's a long time ago now.’

“T'ake me. I'm yours—all of me is yours. Take me.’

This ends Chapter 23, and Marlowe obviously “took’ her. At least it was
Chandler’s intent to persuade us this happened because at the beginning of
Chapter 24:

A banging on the door woke me. [opened my eyes stupidly. She was clinging to me
so tightly that I could hardly move. I moved my arms gently unul I was free. She
was still sound asleep.

It turns out that it is Sergeant Green at the door and the good Sarge
inquires:

‘You got a dame in there?’

Marlowe’s reply 1s knightly and chivalrous:

‘Sergeant, quesuons like that are out of line. I'll be there.

Then, when Green goes away Marlow dresses and pens Betty a note which
he leaves on her pillow. Later, when he sees Betty again:

‘Will you take me back to the hotel? I want to speak to Clark.’

‘You in love with him?’

‘I thought I was in love with you.’

‘It was a cry in the night,” I said. ‘Let’s not try to make it more than it was. There’s
more coffee out in the kitchen.’

‘No thanks. Not untl breakfast. Haven’t you ever been in love? I mean enough to
want to be with a woman every day, every month, every year?’

‘Let’s go.’

Marlowe must have seriously considered ‘“wanting to be with a woman”
because, in the final chapter, Marlowe receives a phone call from Linda
Loring in Paris. In Linda’s words:
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‘I've wried to forget you. I haven’t been able to. We made beautiful love together.’
“That was a year and half ago. And for one night. What am I supposed to say?'

Marlowe confesses that he has not been faithful to her. Nevertheless, Linda
proposes marriage and Marlowe accepts with the following statement:

I'll come, darling. I'll come. Hold me in your arms. I don't want 1o own you.
Nobody ever will. T just want 1o love you.

These are hardly the words of a homosexual. Significantly, the last line of
the novel states: “The air was full of music.”” In the unfinished Marlowe
novel The Poodle Springs Story, Chandler did have Linda and Marlowe
married but we are given to understand Chandler’s intentions were to make
sure that the course of their true love would not run smooth.

Marlowe’s personal philosophy? This, also, is provided in Playback.
Chandler works into the story a total irrelevancy in the form of an elderly
gentlemen, Henry Clarendon IV, who sits in the hotel lobby and watches
the passing parade. Clarendon is the vehicle used to express both
Marlowe’s and Chandler’s philosophy of life:

‘Very small things amuse a man of my age. A hummingbird, the extraordinary way
a Surelitzia blooms open. Why at a certain point in its growth does the bud turn at
right angles? Why does the bud split so gradually and why do the flowers emerge
always 1n a certain exact order.. .. Do you believe in God, young man?’

It was a long way around, but it seemed I had (o travel it.

‘If you mean an omniscient and omnipotent God who intended everything exactly
the way 1t 1s, no.’

‘But you should, Mr. Marlowe. It is a great comfort. We all come to it in the end
because we have 1o die and become dust. Perhaps for the individual that is all,
perhaps not. There are grave difficutues about the afterlife. I don’t think I should
really enjoy a heaven in which I'shared lodging with a Congo pygmy or a Chinese
coolie or a Levanune rug peddler or even a Hollywood producer. I'm a snob, 1
suppose and the remark is in bad taste. Nor can Iimagine a heaven presided over by
a benevolent character in a long white beard locally known as God. These are
foolish conceptions of very immature minds. But you may not question a man'’s
religious beliefs however idiotic they may be. Of course I have no right 1o assume
that I shall go to heaven. Sounds rather dull as a matter of fact.’

These are the ruminations of a very tired and disillusioned man who is
growing old, who sees his time running out and who cannot help but
wonder what all the sound and fury mean. A man who is trying to find
some meaning in the patterns of his memories and dreams.

According to Jerry Speir, Marlowe is a “hero out of time.”’ By this he
means that Marlowe is.not so much a fully developed character as he is an
attitude or a tone of voice. Speir calls attention to the fact that Marlowe’s
idealistic sensibilities:
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draw him spontaneously and sympathetically to the down-trodden, to characters
like Merle Davis and Terry Lennox. He has open and ready contempt, on the other
hand, for the societal powers responsible for their plight—the Elizabeth Murdocks,
the Harlan Potters, the corrupt Bay City Police, etc. But even as Marlowe is quick ¢+
defend whomever he perceives as helpless, so is he—more often than n:: —
disappointed in the results of his own well-intentioned heroics.

This disjunction between Marlowe’s idealism and the imperfect world
he is forced to live in comes through clearly in each of the novels. Marlowe
is a true knight of old, an incurable romantic, an anachronism in the
modern world. In the first short story he ever wrote Chandler called his
detective hero Mallory 1n likely reference to Sir Thomas Mallory’s Morte
D’Arthur, a prototype of the idealistic and romantic knight. Marlowe is the
modern extension of this chivalrous point of view.

Speir stresses the fact that Marlowe is never able to auain “‘an
understanding of himself as operaung within a fallen world and that is his
major failing as a modern hero.” If, on the other hand, it is a failing itis
one that many of us share and it represents the kind of tough, but necessary,
idealism that millions of people believe in and cherish.




Chapter 111
Princes of the Realm
Ross Macdonald, John D. MacDonald, Mickey Spillane

Lew Archer—The Psychological Knight

ALONG WITH HAMMETT AND CHANDLER before him,
Kenneth Millar aka Ross Macdonald was the last and many claim the
“best” of the “big three.”” William Goldman has stated that the Lew Archer
stories are ‘“‘the best detective novels ever written by an American.”
Anthony Boucher in a New York Times Book Review declared Macdonald
a better novelist than either Hammett or Chandler. Certainly Macdonald is
the most cerebral and the most psychological of the three.

Macdonald added a new dimension to the PI novel that was sired by
Hammett and shepherded by Chandler. Macdonald took the strong but
callow youngster and gave it both education and polish. In Macdonald’s
hands the PI novel reached maturity and attained a level of respectability
not known before. An anonymous reviewer praised Macdonald as follows:
‘“His private eye, Lew Archer, helps him tie together a popular mythology
that explores the ills of the modern world with a caustic compassion. . .
[his novels about California] symbolize man’s inability to cope with
himself and the world.”

When The Underground Man appeared in 1971, the book was given a
rave review on page one of the New York Times Book Review by Eudora
Welty, a giantess of American Literature. Her praise is well deserved
because the novel is a modern classic. Itis literature of the highest quality, a
marvel of plotting, characterization, description of human emotions and
sociological and psychological insights as well as brilliant and memorable
writing. In the words of Jerry Speir, author of a Macdonald biography,
Ross Macdonald, (Frederick Unger, 1978): “The Underground Man is
Macdonald’s greatest achievement because it constructs a world view that
incorporates the author’s well-loved themes of human pain and suffering
within a vast sweep of sympathetic natural forces.”” Above all, Macdonald
is concerned about people and the human condition. His alter ego, Lew
Archer is, despite his world weary and often. cynical attitude a
compassionate and carihg man doing his damnedest to bring a little
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humanity and justice into a too frequently evil and uncaring world. Archer
is a moral man. He is concerned about simple values and human
relationships. He believes in people and he knows the importance of
human dignity. We can accept his view of the world and agree with his
atttudes because they seem innately right.

Pity and understanding, the essential components of compassion, are
dominant themes in all the Archer novels. Macdonald called Lew “a
democratic kind of hero” and “a fairly good man... (who) embodies
values and puts them into action.” Macdonald’s purpose, as Jerry Speir
notes, was to confront evil, death, love, sexuality, all the deepest human
conflicts and make clear the human condition. Archer is a medium
through which the meaning of other people’s lives emerge. In Speir’s
words:

Archer consistently functions not to achieve justice according to some
preconceived abstraction but o assist the characters whose hives he touches in
having their own revelatons about thenr place in the world, their relationship to
tume and the avenues of action open to them. And, much as Archer serves as revealer
of the truth to the characters of the novels, Macdonald plays the role of revealer 1o
his reading public.

Lew Archer is the central character in eighteen novels and one
collection of short stories. His name was taken from Hammett's The
Maltese Falcon. Miles Archer was Sam Spade’s murdered partner.
Macdonald, however, says that Lew is patterned more after Chandler’s
Philip Marlowe. To know Lew it is necessary to extract bits of
information scattered through each of the eighteen novels. In The Moving
Target, which was Archer’s debut in 1949, we learn he 1s “approximately”
35 years of age, he was born in Long Beach sometime late in 1914, went to
grade school in Oakland, in 1920. He also attended Wilson Junior High
but no city is mentioned. In Find A Victim he notes that he had a stormy
adolescence and that he:

had lifted cars myself when I was a kid, shared joy-rides and brawls with the lost
gangs in the endless stucco maze of Los Angeles.... Then a whiskey-smelling
plain-clothes man caught me stealing a battery from the back room of a Sears
Roebuck store in Long Beach. He stood me up against the wall and told me what it
meant and where it led. He didn’t turn me in. I hated him for years and never stole
again.

In The Doomsters Archer remembers times when he was a gang-fighter,
thief and poolroom lawyer. But in 1945 he reformed and joined the Long
Beach police force, working his way up to Detective Sergeant. In Find 4
Victim we are told that he was in Army intelligence in World War II, anda
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gun battle makes Lew remember “the smells of cordite and flamethrowers
and scorched flesh, the green and bloody springtime of Okinawa.”” After
the war Archer returns to his work as a cop on the Long Beach force. After
five more years Archer quits because:

There are 0o many cases where the official version clashed with the facts I
knew. .. Most good policemen have a public conscience and a private conscience. I
just have a private conscience, a poor thing, but my own.

After his police career he becomes a Private Investigator and opens an
office at 8411-% Sunset Boulevard. The office is a two-room affair on the
second floor of a two-story building and is next door to Miss Ditmar’s
model agency. The office is sparsely furnished: in the waiting room is a
sagging imitation leather green sofaand an armchair. The waiting room is
bugged and there is a two-way glass in the door. Instead of a secretary Lew
has an answering service. Sometime between his tour of duty as a
policeman and his entry into the PI business, Archer marries and moves
into a five-room bungalow in a middle-class residential neighborhood in
West Hollywood. The marriage is short-lived, and his wife Sue divorces
him on the grounds of mental cruelty. We are led to believe she divorced
him because she did not like his line of work, his hours, or the company he
kept. The intensity with which he works and devotes himself to a case
provides little time for domestic felicities. Most of the novels occur within a
two-to-four day period and he often goes for a day or two without rest or
sleep. Following the divorce Lew sold the house and moved into a modest
second-floor apartment in West Los Angeles.

Archer 1s six feet, two inches and weighs around 190. His hair is dark
and his eyes are blue. When he was younger, 1.e., in The Moving Target,
The Drowning Pool and The Way Some People Die he resembled Paul
Newman. In the latter novels, The Underground Man, Sleeping Beauty
and The Blue Hammer, he resembles Brian Keith. Lew drives a battered,
old, green Ford convertible. He rarely uses a gun but when he has to he
prefers a .38 special and .32 and .38 automatics. Lew usually carries a
photostat of his license, a number of phony business cards and an old,
Special Deputy Sheriff’s badge. For thirty years Lew was a heavy smoker—
but never before breakfast. Sometime around 1968 (T he Instant Enemy) he
gave up the habit. Unlike most PIs Lew is a light drinker and usually only
on social occasions. He never drinks while working or before lunch. When
he does imbibe he prefers Scotch, bourbon, or gin and tonic. He also likes
Bass or Black Horse Ale.

Lew is purposely vague about the details of his past. For example, in
The Drowning Pool he states that he did divorce work in Los Angeles for
ten years; on two other occasions he reports that he was fired from the Long
Beach force in 1945 and then, again, in 1953. In 1958 in The Doomsters he
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states that his age was “forty.” If he was 35 in 1949, then he 1s a little older
than 40 in 1958. Nevertheless, in the latter novels we know he is close to
sixty and, though rather sociable, somewhat lonely.

Like most PIs Archer started as a peeper “‘doing windows,” 1.e., doing
divorce work and investigating blackmail and adultery. As he matured and
his reputation grew he began to specialize in, as Richard Lingeman notes,
“family murders with an Oedipal twist.” In the early novels we encounter a
rougher and tougher, more violent Lew Archer, but in the later novels his
clientele are higher in social status and his own violence has mellowed.

In a 1973 Time magazine review of Sleeping Beauty John Skow
chasused Macdonald for not giving Lew a raise. As Skow notes:

’

When he began gumshoeing back in 1949 he made $50 a day and now he charges
$100. It's just not enough. Even if he cracks one case a week, he has o solve 40 cases a
year just to make $20,000.

Skow also maintains that Macdonald has “‘written the same detective
story 19 umes in a row..." This, of course, 1s an error. There are only 18
Archer novels and when Skow wrote his review in 1973 only 17 had been
published. The Blue Hammer, the last Archer story, appeared in 1976.
There 1s some truth in the charge that the plots are repetitive. Itis also true
that Archer gets more than his share of physical abuse. He is nearly
drowned in The Moving Target and The Drowning Pool. He is burned
seriously in The Doomsters and in The Instant Enemy he is run over by a
truck. A severe beating in Find A Victim requires eight facial stitches. He 1s
given a concussion and six stitches in The Wycherly Woman and in The
Galton Case bullet wounds put him in the hospital near death.

Peter Wolfe in his book Dreamers Who Live Their Dreams: The
World of Ross Macdonald’s Novels has exhaustively analyzed the eighteen
novels and has, as effectively as anyone, summarized the special qualities of
Macdonald’s work.

Though most thrillers start quickly, his set their own pace, adding characters
and informauon when both reader and plot are ready for them.

Thus the novels give a great deal—action and credibility, sound plotting and
something to think about: the meaning and mechanism of crime. The crime points
to serious issues. Almost all his work shows how far society at large, the family and
the individual have veered from what they should be. The idea is neither original
nor profound. Ross Macdonald’s suength lies not in idea but in his moral
seriousness and power to convert 1dea into sharply observed and well-integrated
details. He convinces us, through his arusury, of both the complexity and mystery of
life. While persuading us that life is full of meaning, he does not define that
meaning: rather, he invests detective fiction with a psychological dimension that
fits well with 1ts radiuonally complex plot. More interested in private than in
public crime, he uses psychology rather than applied science to probe motives and
causes. This turning away both from the gadgetry of the novel of mternational
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intrigue and the secular rationalism of the tec-yarn helps reveal his characters
through speech and acuon.

And “‘psychological” is the keynote of both Archer and the novels.
Archer is the most complex, the most intellectual, the best read and
informed and the most thoughtful private eye in the genre. Archer probes
the psychological depths of both the victims and the villains that he
encounters. He tries to understand them as human beings with problems,
passions and possibilities. In his own words: ““Other people’s lives are my
business. . .and my passion. And my obsession too, I guess. I've never been
able to see much in the world besides the people in it.”” Even Macdonald’s
villains elicit our compassion and understanding. Though thoroughly
wrong they are still morally redeemable. The most sympathetic characters
in The Doomsters and The Zebra-Striped Hearse are the murderers and the
violent father, respectively.

The Archer Novels
Because of their subtlety and complexity it is difficult to summarize
the plots of the Archer novels but it is possible to provide a general outline
of their themes and settings.
The best summary of the “standard” Archer novel has been provided
by William Goldman:

telling the plot of an Archer is impossible. The books are so ramified, Delphicand
dark. . .[but] if there is no way of detailing a specific Archer plot, there is a kind of
over-all structure that tends to fit the late novels: in general, perhaps a full
generation before the present time of the novel, two people come together, neither
of them lethal alone, but united, deadly. And they do something terrible. They
murder or steal or assume different identities. Or all three. It is a wild compulsive
drive that operates on them. Sometimes what they do they do for money or lust or
power. But mostly they do it for love. And they get away with it. And everything is
quiet. Until Archer comes. Usually he is hired for something standard: my wife has
left me—find her; my husband has a mistress—tell me who; my Florentine box is
gone—get it. So he begins and gradually, obliquely, the generation-old crime is
scratched alive.

Over and over again, Archer confronts the failures of family, a concern that
is often trivialized by critics’ constant reference to the “Oedipal Theme’ in
Macdonald. Many of the novels involve a father quest, particularly those
written after his own involvement in psychotherapy, but the motivation is
not purely Oedipal. i
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In order of publication, the Archer novels were as follows:

1. The Moving Target, 1949 10. The Zebra-Striped Hearse, 1962
2. The Drowning Pool, 1950 11. The Chill, 1964

3. The Way Some People Die, 1951 12. The Far Side of the Dollar, 1965
4. The lvory Grin, 1952 13. Black Money, 1966

5. Find a Victim, 1955 14. The Instant Enemy, 1968

6. The Barbarous Coast, 1956 15. The Goodbye Look, 1969

7. The Doomsters, 1958 16. The Underground Man, 1971

8. The Galton Case, 1959 17. Sleeping Beauty, 1973

9. The Wycherly Woman, 1961 18. The Blue Hammer, 1976

Not a bad book in the bunch and yet Macdonald was never awarded an
Edgar for his Archer novels.

The only other appearance of Archer is in a few short stories
Macdonald authored between 1946 and 1977. Seven of these were collected,
first in a 1955 Bantam Paperback edition titled The Name is Archer and
again in 1977 with the addition of two more stories by the Mysterious Press
in a volume titled Lew Archer: Private Investigator. Macdonald wrote an
introduction to the later volume and there, perhaps more clearly than
anywhere else, enunciates his view of the detective story, the PI as a hero
and why he chose this genre as a medium of expression:

At its very best, where 1t grazes tragedy and wtranscends its own conventions,
detective fiction can remind us that we are all underground men making a brief
transit from darkness to darkness.

The typical detecuve hero in contemporary American fiction speaks for our
common humanity. He has an impatience with special privilege, a sense of
interdependence among men and a certain modesty.. . .

The private detective 1s one of the central figures of fiction in which the shift
from aristocracy to democracy has visibly occurred decade by decade. This is true of
the real-life detective as well as the fictional, for each imitates the other. The
relationship of the imaginary and the actual 1s further complicated by the fact that
ficuonal detectives tend o be idealized versions of their authors.. .. Everyone
knows this, including the present writer (‘I'm not Archer, exactly, but Archer is
me’).. .. One reason why detective fiction is important is that it serves as a model
for life and action. ..

Possibly he became a detective originally in order to make his concern for, and
knowledge of people possible and then useful. He felta certain incompleteness in
himself which needed o be fulfilted by wide and extraordinary experience. He
discovered a certam darkness in himself which could only be explored in terms of
badly lighted streets and unknown buildings, alien rooms and the strangers who
live m them.

Ross Macdonald
Kenneth Millar was born on December 13, 1915 in Los Gatos,
California, near San Francisco. His father was a sea captain and,
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apparently abandoned his wife and son when Kenneth was about five years
old. In his childhood Ken lived with one relative after another and he
estimates that he may have lived in as many as f{ifty different houses while
he was growing up. He also spent two years in boarding school in Canada
in his early teens and it was here that his writing career began in the form of
poetry. The depression of 1929 forced him to leave the boarding school to
live for a year with an aunt in Medicine Hat, Alberta. Then he moved back
to live with other relatives on his mother’s side in Kitchener, Ontario where
he graduated from high school in 1932.

One of his high school classmates was a brilliant girl by the name of
Margaret Sturm. They had both published stories in their high school
magazine. Kenneth spent his summers working on the farm but during the
rest of the year he attended college at the University of Western Ontario. In
1936-37, after the death of his mother, Millar spent time abroad touring
England, France and Germany. In Germany he witnessed the Nazi’s rise to
power and while watching Hitler move by in a parade had his pipe
knocked from his mouth by a storm trooper who informed him that
smoking in the Fuhrer’s presence was disrespectful. This incident and the
general sense of foreboding in Europe sent Millar home. These experiences
served as the background for his first novel, The Dark Tunnel.

Back in Ontario he and Margaret renewed their friendship which
blossomed 1nto marriage on June 2, 1939, the day after he graduated with
honors from college. Millar immediately enrolled in summer school at the
University of Michigan. In 1939 a daughter named Linda was born and
Millar also sold some of his writings. During the next two years Millar
taught English and history at his old high school and ‘attended Michigan
during the summers working on his Ph. D. In the meantime Margaret
began writing mystery novels and her first (The Invisible Worm) was
published in 1941. Because of Margaret’s success Kenneth was able to quit
teaching high school and become a full-time fellow at Michigan. Margaret
got him interested in the mystery novel, and in the fall of 1943 he wrote The
Dark Tunnel. With the war on Millar was inducted into the Navy and after
OCS training at Princeton served as a communications officer on an escort
carrier in the Pacific theatre. His second novel Trouble Follows Me was
written while he was aboard ship.

After the war, in 1946, Millar joined Margaret and Linda in Santa
Barbara where they had moved while he was in service. They have lived
there ever since. Before the year was out Millar had written two more
novels, Blue City and The Three Roads. In 1947 he started an
autobiographical novel but suffered writer’s block so severely he had to
abandon the project. In his words, ‘I was in trouble and Lew Archer got me
out of it... (Archer provided me with a shield) like protective lead,
between me and the radioactive material.”’ In 1949 the first Archer novel,
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The Moving Target, was published. To avoid confusion and competition
with Margaret, Kenneth first used as a pseudonym his father’s name John
Macdonald. However, that same year another famous Macdonald, John D.
published a mystery novel and Kenneth’s mother bought ten copies of it by
mistake. Then he tried John Ross Macdonald, the Ross being a common
Canadian name. To avoid further confusion with the other John he finally
settled on Ross.

Despite his writing Millar maintained his academic interests and in
1951, after completing all requirements, he received the Ph.D. degree. His
dissertation topic was The Inward Eye: A Revaluation of Coleridge’s
Psychological Criticism. This work led to his growing and abiding interest
i psychology and, specifically, an interest in Freud and his disciples.
Perhaps the most important influence on Millar's work, however, was the
poet W.H. Auden who was on the Michigan faculty when Millar was there.
Millar studied modern European literature under Auden, who was himself

a lover of the detective story. Auden, in turn, encouraged both Kenneth and
Margaret. Millar also pays homage to Dostoevsky, Proust who was his

favorite author according to Matuthew J. Buccoli’'s biography Ross
Macdonald (1984) and, of course, to Hammett and Chandler. One of
Millar’s gravest disappointments was that Chandler did not like his work.
He admits to patterning Archer on Marlowe and acknowledges his

indebtedness to both Hammeut and Chandler.
In 1956 Macdonald underwent psychotherapy and moved briefly to

the San Francisco Bay area. Returning to Santa Barbara in the summer of
1957 he began work on The Galton Case and credited the psychotherapy
with freeing him enough to be able to deal with the highly emotional
experiences of his youth and to use this material in his work. This year, he
also taught creative writing and began writing book reviews for The San
Francisco Chronicle.

Beginning in the early sixties the Millars became very sincere and
active environmentalists and were members of the Sierra Club, the
National Audubon Society and the American Civil Liberties Union.
Kenneth's 1964 article in Sports Illustrated, “A Death Road for the
Condor,” deplored the construction of a road through the Sisquoe Condor
Sanctuary. California’s forest fires and off-shore oil spills are featured
prominently in The Underground Man and Sleeping Beauty respectively.

Millar summed up his philosophy of writing in a 1972 interview with
Jon Carroll published in Esquire. After stating that his aim from the
beginning was to write novels that can be read by all kinds of people he
added:

“I don’t think people become writers, for the most part, unless they have
experienced a peculiar kind of distancing, which generally occurs in childhood or
youth and makes the direct satisfactions of living unsatisfactory, so thatone has to
seek one's basic satisfaction indirectly through what we loosely call art. What
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makes the verbal artist is some kind of shock, or crippling or injury which puts the
world at one remove from him, so that he writes about it to take possession of it... . .
We start out thinking we're writing about other people and end up realizing we’re
writing about ourselves. A private detective is just kind of an invented shadow of
the novelist at work.”

Although our attention has been focused on the works of Kenneth
Millar, it is necessary to call attention to the fact that Margaret Millar is
also an exceptionally able and accomplished writer. She has published
eighteen novels that can be classified as crime and mystery fiction, three
“straight,” psychological novels, an excellent juvenile tale and a book
about bird watching. She has created two memorable fictional private eyes:
Joe Quinn in How Like an Angel, a truly superb novel and Steve Pinata,
an orphan of Mexican parentage, in Stranger in My Grave. Her talents and
accomplishments have not gone unrecognized. She won an Edgar in 1956
for her Beast in View. In 1957 she was elected President of the Mystery
Writers of America and in 1965 the Los Angeles Times named her Woman
of the Year.

The Millars’ lives have seen considerable tragedy. In 1970, their
daughter Linda died of a stroke at the age of thirty-one, leaving behind a
husband and a son. In the late seventies Kenneth became seriously ill with
Alzheimer’s disease, a progressively crippling and fatal disablement. He
died on Monday, July 11, 1983 at Pine Crest Hospital in Santa Barbara. He
was 67 years of age. In November 1982, he received the prestigious Los
Angeles Times Robert Hirsch Award for an “outstanding body of work by
a Western writer.” A number of outstanding American novelists,
including Eudora Welty, came to Santa Barbara to honor him. In October
of the same year, the Private Eye Writers of America awarded Millar its first
Life Achievement Award. After accepting the award for Millar, his friend
and colleague Dennis Lynds mourned that he “lost a friend, PWA lost a
fellow writer and the world lost an American novelist.”

Travis McGee—A Knight of Many Colors

One of the best known and most admired of our modern knight-
errants is a powerfully built, six-feet-four, two hundred and five pound,
deeply tanned, 45-year-old man sporting a boyish grin and going by the
name of Travis McGee. Originally, he was called Dallas McGee but
following the Kennedy assassination, his creator John Dann MacDonald
changed his name to avoid the unpleasant connotation of the Texas city. A
writer friend, MacKinlay Kantor, advised MacDonald, ‘‘Hell, name him
after an Air Force base. They have good names. Like Travis in California.”
So Dallas McGee became Travis McGee who, when he is not out rescuing
some maiden in distress can be found making love to them aboard The
Busted Flush at Slip F-18, Bahia Mar, Fort Lauderdale, Florida.
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To accommodate its oversized and sexy owner, the Flush, which
McGee won in a poker game and named after the hand that started his run
of luck, is equipped with an oversized bed and an extra large shower stall.
McGee is a knight exemplar, an epic hero in the classical tradition,
according to one critic, of guys “like Gilgamesh and Beowulf and Ajaxand
Sir Lancelot and all the rest.”
McGee has appeared in 21 sagas each with a color in the title from T he
Deep Blue Goodbye (the first) to The Lonely Silver Rain (the latest).
According to MacDonald he didn’t want to number them because this
would suggest they should be read in a certain order. For a time, he |
considered using months of the year, animals, geographical references, "
etc., to distinguish the books. ‘
Each of the McGee novels opens with Travis taking it easy on his ;
houseboat when his peaceful composure is disturbed by someone in
trouble. More than likely the one in trouble is a fair young maiden. McGee,
of course, must redress the wrong and see that justice is done. Although not
strictly a private eye (more of a “private avenger” according to some critics)
McGee works outside the law without a license and earns his living as a
salvage expert. His standard fee in all his contracts is fifty percent of
whatever he recovers. So far, McGee has managed to live comfortably, if
not luxuriously. Though he drives a blue Rolls-Royce, it is of 1936 vintage
and has been converted into a pickup truck. McGee calls the Rolls Royce,
Miss Agnes, after his fourth grade teacher whose hair was the same shade of
blue. We know very little about McGee's early history because as
MacDonald says:

I had a full biography of Travis McGee iy mind when I started out and I had
intended to drop little bits of his background i as I went along. But then indomg
the books, I found I was very reluctant to do this. I didn’t understand why unul 1
read one of the papers which said that one aturtbute of the classical hero is that
nobody knows much about his antecedents or his childhood—he’s mysterious. 1
said, of course i1U's better to leave his background unknown and let people
conjecture for themselves.

If the reader is careful he can construct the following outline of
McGee's early years: 1) He is of Irish decent and his mother’s name was
Mary Catherine Devlin; 2) He grew up in Chicago; 3) He served a tour of
duty in the Army during the Korean War; 4) He planned to go into
business with his older brother after the war; 5) This brother was
financially ruined and committed suicide; 6) McGee avenged his brother’s
death; and 7) He played professional football (as a tight end) for two years
before an injury cut short his career. If you are interested in further factual
detail about Travis you should get a copy of “The Special Confidential
Report,” a 34-page supplement to The JDM Bibliophile compiled by Jean
and Walter Shine. This report is a comprehensive survey of the factual
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minutiae surrounding our hero. One finds, for example, every place he has
visited since 1960, the name of every woman he has slept with, the name of
every man he has killed, a catalog of every physical injury he has received,
his personal habits and his special talents and skills.

Though such detail adds to the illusion of McGee’s reality, we are
more intrigued by his personality. He is neither beach bum nor playboy yet
he does live a loose and unencumbered existence. Travis is a self-styled
“reject from a structured society’” and he avoids all things that ‘‘bind”’ or
“tie one down”—things such as mortgages, time payments, credit cards,
retirement benefits, payroll deductions, savings accounts and Green
Stamps. He remains footloose and fancy free. In every respect a gentleman.
He practices, “therapeutic sex”’—sex that comforts and consoles, sex that is
honest and sincere, and that occurs in the context of an emotional bond.
Only fate, circumstance and MacDonald’s clever and conniving narrative
skill allow McGee to escape the eager jaws of wedlock. In The Deep Blue
Goodbye, McGee admits to being “‘an incurable romantic who thinks the
man-woman thing shouldn’t be a contest on the rabbit level.”

MacDonald has also further increased the credibility of McGee’s
image by allowing him to age naturally, grow in wisdom and become more
cerebral and less physical as the years have gone by. MacDonald says “‘He
grows older at about one-third the natural rate. Otherwise I could be senile
before I'd finished with him.” At one point McGee finds himself:

embedded in a life I had in some curious way outgrown. I was an artifact, genius
boat bum, a pale-eyed shambling, gangling, knuckly man, without enough
unscarred hide left to make a decent lampshade. Watchful appraiser of the sandy-
rumped beach ladies. Creaking knight errant, yawning at the thcught of the next
dragon.

McGee seeks advice, wisdom and consultation from his friend Meyer,
who lives seventy feet away in his cabin cruiser named appropriately, The
John Maynard Keynes since Meyer has a Ph.D. in International
Economics. A big hairy bear of a man, Meyer did not fully emerge in the
series as an important character until the seventh novel Darker than
Amber. Meyer is a splendid foil for McGee and a fascinating character in
his own right. He understands McGee better than Travis knows himself. It
is usually Meyer that provides us with most of what we know about Travis.
At one point Meyer tells McGee that if he would only overcome his
“ditherings about emotional responsibility,” he would be a far happier
man. But as David Geherin, MacDonald’s best biographer, observes “he
would also be a far less interesting one.” Geherin also points out that
McGee is “‘an ant with a grasshopper syndrome” and totally unsuited fora
life of uninterrupted leisure. In Geherin's words, “The more one knows
about McGee, the more obvious it becomes that retirement is the
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aberration, the temporary hiatus in his quixotic mission, not, as he would
have us believe, the other way around.”

A number of critics have stressed that Travis McGee is one of the most
complex long-run characters in American ficion and McGee's own
ruminauons about himself support the claim: In Pale Gray for Guilt
McGee reveals this complexity in telling us how he feels about being close

to people:

Always we want some separation, some tiny measure of distance, regardless of
how clumsily our culture mechanizes an inadvertent togetherness. The only
exception 1s when sex is good in all dimensions, so that even in the deepest joining
there 1s the awareness of that final barrier, an apartness measured by only the
dimensions of a membrane and part of the surge of it1s a struggle to overcome even
that much apartness.

In A Purple Place for Dying he refers to himself as ‘“‘beach-bum
McGee, the big chaffed-up, loose-jointed, pale-eyed, wire-haired, walnut-
hided rebel—unregimented, unprogrammed, unimpressed. 1 had even
believed I had grown another little layer of hide over those places where I
could be hurt.”

JIn The Quick Red Fox McGee again tries to explain himself with
these words:

Self-evaluation. It is the skin rash of the emotonally insecure. I feltas if [ had
spent a lot of years becoming too involved with some monstrously sitly people.
McGee, the con artist. I would fatten myself off their woubles and then take the
money and coast for a time, taking my reurement in early installments. I was nota
very earnest nor constructive fellow.

But, I thought, what are the other choices? I am not a nine to five animal.. . . |
am not properly acquisitive. I like the Busted Flush, the records and painungs, the
little accumulauons of this and that which str memories, but I could stand on the
shore and watch the whole thing go glug and disappear and feel a mild sardonic
regret. No Professional American Wife could stomach that kind of atutude.

But McGee recognizes his idealism even though he tempers his lofty
dedication by using self-deprecaung terms. His armor for example, is
always ‘“‘rusty.” He himself is a “‘tin horn Gawain.” His sword is “tinfoil”
and his lance is “crooked.”” Embarrassed that he would like to be a hero, he
admits, “whenever [ hear that word the only hero I can think of is Nelson
Eddy, yelling into Jeanette’s face. And wearing his Yogi Bear hat.”

As Geherin notes:

as long as he (McGee) is around, the spirit of Don Quixote lives on.. .. By evoking
Quixote, McGee identifies himself with the tradition of the American private eye,
at least as the figure has evolved ever since Philip Marlowe self-consciously likened
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himself to the knight in the stain-glassed window on the opening pages of The Big
Sleep. . .. MacDonald has effectively combined the essential qualities of the classic
private eye with several of these other heroic patterns to create a character of
refreshingly unique dimensions.

MacDonald uses his PI as a spokesman for his own opinions. As
MacDonald puts it, “McGee whips my dead bones” and McGee, as a
rugged individualist living on the fringes of polite society, hasa good-sized
herd of horses to whip. He never passes up an opportunity to take pot shots
at every flaw and foible of our contemporary culwre. His eye is sharp, his
aim is accurate and his wit is winning. After turning down an opportunity
to bed one very luscious lady, McGee reflects on his behavior as follows:

Where 1s the committee, I thought. They certainly should have made their choice
by now. They are going to come aboard and make their speeches and I'm going to
blush and scuff and say shucks, fellas! The National Annual Award for Purity,
Character and Incomprehensible Sexual Continence in the face of Ulumate
Temptation. Heavens to Betsy any American boy living in the Age of Hefner would
plunge at the chance to bounce that little pumpkin because she fitted the ultimate
playmate formula, which is maximized pleasure with minimized responsibility.

And on racial relations and the problems of minorities he tells it like it is:

Regardless of all protestations, the whiter you are the better you live. Blondes
have the most fun. One of the most thoroughly 1gnored aspects of the Cuban
Revolution 1s how happily the black Cubans embraced the new order. Though the
percentage is smaller in Cuba than elsewhere through the Caribbean, the pattern of
discrimination was the same. Black Cuba was entirely ready for anything at all
which promised equality in education, jobs and health care. (4 Tan and Sandy
Silence).

In reflecting on the deterioration of quality in the products we buy and use
he muses:

There 1s something self-destructive about Western technology and distribution.
Whenever any consumer object is so excellent that it attracts a devoted following,
some of the slide rule and computer types come in on their twinkle toes and take
over the store and in a thrice they figure out just how far they can cut quality and
still increase the market penetration.

In The Green Ripper he refers to this senseless profit-at-all-costs
attitude as the “perpetual farting of the great God Progress.” And in The
Dreadful Lemon Sky he jabs the Florida condominium craze:

On the tube the local advertising for condominiums always shows the nifty
communal features such as swimming pool, putting green, sandy beach, being
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enjoyed by jolly hearty folk in their early thirties. .. But when the condominiums
are finished and peopled and the speculator has taken his maximum slice of the tax-
related profits and moved on to crud up somebody else’s skyline, the inhabitants all
seem to be on the frangible side of seventy, sitting in the sunlight, blinking like
lizards, and wonderimg if these are indeed the golden years or if it 1s all a big sell, an
inflation game that you have to play, wondering which you are going to run out of
first, your money or your life.

McGee articulates his philosophy most clearly in a revealing passage
in A Tan and Sandy Silence:

Waita minute! What am I supposed 10 be doing? Making up the slogan I shall
paint on my placard and tote in the big parade? Several things I could write on my
placard and then carry 1t all by myself down empty streets.

Up with life. Stamp out all small and large indignites. Leave everyone alone
to make 1t without pressure. Down with hurting. Lower the standard of living. Do
without plasucs. Smash the servomechanisins. Stop grabbing. Snulf the breeze and
hug the kids. Love all love. Hate all hate.

The McGee Novels

There are 21 McGee novels so far, all published and available in
Fawcett paperback ediuons. Since 1973, however, when Lippincott
published The Turquoise Lament, the novels have been published in
hardcover first. Also, most of the earlier paperbacks have been reprinted in
hardcover form. The first McGee, The Deep Blue Good-bye published in
1964, has McGee helping Cathy Kerr, a friend of his friend, Chookie
McCall. The problem turns out to be an ex-con named Junior Allen who
served ume with Cathy’s father in Leavenworth. After his release Allen
looks up Cathy and soon becomes her lover. Cathy quickly learns Allen is
not interested in her but in jewels that her father has hidden. Allen finds the
treasure, abandons Cathy and disappears. Cathy asks McGee (o recover
what Allen has stolen. Allen, a first class S.O.B., mistreats a number of
women and almost destroys McGee before Travis sends Junior to a “deep
blue goodbye.”

Deep Blue begins what has come to be recognized as the well-
formulized MacDonald story line. Reviewing MacDonald’s work for
Reilly’s Twentieth Century Crime and Mystery Writers, James Gmdm
summarizes the standard McGee plot as follows:

Typically, he 1s drawn into a situation through some obligaton from his past,
learning that the wife or the daughter or the sister of some old close friend is being
destroyed by one of the various corrupt forces. McGee pursues these legacies with
fervor, with total involvement, relying on his suength, his mtelligence and,
sometimes, his contacts with people in positions of authority around the world
who owe him favors. McGee's “salvage” is emotional as well as protective and
financial, for he frequently restores his legacies by taking them, alone, for long
craises in his boat o little-known islands of the Florida Coast or in the Caribbean.
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Most of the McGee novels combine the emotional salvage of a
wounded woman with strong moral positions on a variety of social and
individual evils that have gradually become more complexly conceived as
McGee has matured. In order of their publication (not necessarily their
conception), the McGee’s are:

I. The Deep Blue Goodbye (1964) 12. The Long Lavender Look (1970)
2. Nightmare in Pink (1964) 13. A Tan and Sandy Silence (1972)
3. A Purple Place for Dying (1961) 14. The Scarlet Ruse (1973)

t. The Quick Red Fox (1961) 15. The Turquoise Lament (1973)
5. A Deadly Shade of Gold (1965) 16. The Dreadful Lemon Sky (1975)
6. Bright Orange for the Shroud (1965) 17. The Empty Copper Sea (1978)

7. Darker Than Amber (1966) 18. The Green Ripper (1979)

8. One Fearful Yellow Eye (1966) 19. Free Fall in Crimson (1981)

9. Pale Gray for Guilt (1968) 20. Cinnamon Skin (1982)

10. The Girl in the Plain Brown Wrapper (1968) =1 Ve ST St e
L1. Dress Her in Indigo (1969)

John Dann MacDonald

McGee's creator John Dann MacDonald was born in July 1916 in
Sharon, Pennsylvania into a solid middle-class family. When John was
twelve his father, an executive with the Standard Tank Car Company,
moved to a vice-presidency with the Savage Arms Company in Utica, New
York. After graduating from the Utica Free Academy at age fifteen, John
enrolled at the Wharton School of Finance of the University of
Pennsylvania. He left, however, during his sophomore year and moved to
New York City, working ata number of odd jobs. After a few months, John
enrolled at Syracuse and received a B.S. in Business Administration in
1938. A year earlier, John met and married Dorothy Prentiss and after
graduatuon the young couple moved to Harvard where John earned his
M.B.A. in 1939 and Dorothy gave birth to their only child Maynard John
MacDonald.

John worked for a collection agency, as an insurance salesman and for
Burroughs Adding Machine Company before accepting a commission as
lieuténant in Army Ordinance in 1940. Two years later he transferred to the
Office of Strategic Services (OSS) and served in the China-Burma-India
theater rising to the rank-of Lieutenant Colonel by the end of the war. Asa
lark while in the OSS in India, John wrote a two-thousand word short
story about life in New Delhi. He sent it to Dorothy in place of his usual
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long letter. Without informing John, Dorothy sent it to Whit Burnett’s
Story Magazine. Whit accepted it, paid Dorothy $25 and published itin the
July-August 1946 issue. When John got back to Utica and heard the news
he, for the first time, seriously considered a career as a professional writer
rather than as a businessman. Since he had a little money saved from the
Army, John decided to turn pro to see if he could make it. Five months later
he had sold a story to Detective Tales for $40. This encouraged him further
and by the end of 1946 he had published twenty-three stories in a number of
the pulp magazines and had earned approximately $6000. His productivity
continued unabated and he published at least thirty-five stories in 1947,
fifty in 1948, seventy-three in 1949 and fifty-two in 1950! He also began
writing novels and publishing in the “slicks”—Playboy, Colliers, Esquire,
Cosmopolitan, Liberty—as well. Thus far he has published almost six
hundred short stories, over sixty novels—most of these are paperback
originals—as well as numerous collections of short stories, travel books,
humor and science fiction.

Despite his staggering productivity his work 1s uniformly excellent
and well received by both the general public and the critics. Although the
McGee novels are the best known, MacDonald’s non-mystery novels are
also first-rate entertainment. Condominium, published in 1977, appeared
on the New York Times best seller list for six months. The Last One Left
(1964) was also a best seller and was nominated for an Edgar Award as the
best mystery of the year. Anthony Boucher cited it as “one of the major
suspense novels of the 1960s. In this novel MacDonald proves more
conclusively than any living writer that ‘“‘the distinction between the
thriller and the serious novel is illusory.”

Of the non-McGee novels several are of exceptional quality.
MacDonald’s novels about American businessmen: 4 Man of Affairs, Area
of Suspicion and A Key to the Suite are as good as any that have been
written on this theme. A Flash of Green (1962) about a war between a group
of environmentalists and some unscrupulous local developers is an
eloquent protest against the despoilation of natural beauty. The only non-
McGee, PI novel MacDonald has written was his first published novel The
Brass Cupcake (1950). Featured is one Cliff Bartells, a rough, tough ex-cop
who 1is an insurance investigator for the Security Theft and Accident
Company in Florence City, Florida. Because he refused to go along with
the framing of an honest man Cliff is booted off the force. Cliff cynically
refers to his gold badge as *“The brass cupcake.”” Chiff 1s hired to investigate
a jewel theft and a murder. During the course of the novel, which is
definitely patterned after Hammettand Chandler, Cliff retrieves the jewels,
solves the murder, exposes the corruption of his former colleagues and
returns to the force as a Deputy Chief. In this manner MacDonald avoids
having to continue Bartell’s career as a PL.
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MacDonald’s work has received the following approval from David
Geherin.

Far from being merely serviceable, MacDonald's prose is colorful, his language
expressive, his rhythm graceful. One would not expect a writer who turned out
three or four books a year o be as exacting as, say, Flaubert. Nevertheless,
MacDonald 1s a consummate craftsman and his descriptions, observations and
dialogue are the result of care, attention 1o telling detail, affection for the language
and conuol over its power to generate emotional responses in the reader. . .

And Geherin is not alone. The best praise comes from fellow
professionals. Chandler said MacDonald was one of a few writers he reread
every year. lan Fleming said he automatically bought every McGee novel as
soon as it appeared. Richard Condon calls him “the Great American
storyteller.” Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., says that to archaeolgists a thousand years
from now “‘the works of John D. MacDonald would be a treasure on the
order of the tomb of Tutankhamen.”

MacDonald was elected president of the MWA in 1962 and won the
prestigious Grand Master Award in 1972. He is also the subject of an entire
journal devoted exclusively to his work. From 1965 to 1978 Len and June
Moffatt published the JDM Bibliophile. Since 1979 the Bibliophile has
been edited by Ed Hirshberg and published by the University of South
Florida. The University of Florida in Gainesville has 49 linear feet of shelf
space devoted to his papers. In 1978 Hirshberg arranged a literary
conference at the University of South Florida devoted to MacDonald’s
work. Hirshberg is currently writing MacDonald’s biography for
inclusion in the Twayne U.S. Authors series. MacDonald received the
French Grand Prix de Literature Policiere in 1964 and the Benjamin
Franklin Award for the best American short story in 1955.

Many of MacDonald’s novels have been filmed: Man Trap in 1961
starring Edmond O’Brien, Jeffrey Hunter, David Janssen, and Stella
Stevens was based on MacDonald’s Soft Touch; Cape Fear in 1962 starring
Gregory Peck and Robert Mitchum was based on The Executioners. In
1970 Darker Than Amber was filmed in Miami and the Caribbean with
Rod Taylor as McGee and Theodore Bikel as Meyer. In 1980 both T he Girl,
The Gold Watch, and Everything and Condominium were filmed for TV
and telecast. Sam Elliott as Travis and Katherine Ross as Gretel, starred in
the 1983 ABC Travis McGee based on The Empty Copper Sea.

It is rumored that MacDonald has, inside a locked file cabinet in his
home in Sarasota, Florida, an unfinished manuscript bearing the title 4
Black Border for McGee. As its name suggests the novel brings McGee’s
career to a close and has him dying a violent death. MacDonald says he
keeps the manuscript ready “as leverage on my publisher.” There have
been times when MacDonald seriously considered bringing the McGee
series to an end. After he finished The Girl in the Plain Brown Wrapper,
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MacDonald swore 1t would be the last McGee, but he soon changed his
mind. It 1s unlikely that we will be reading 4 Black Border for McGee
anytime soon. After all MacDonald is still as inventive and energetic as
ever, and there are hundreds of colors unused e.g., aquamarine, flame,
auburn, avocado, brunette, beige, cherry, peach, pearl, puce, ocher, olive,
honey, rose, violet, saffron, tangerine, umber, and white.

Mike Hammer—The Maligned and Bloody Knight

According 1o Pete Hamill, a novelist of no mean note himself:

If Hammeu was a Thirues Prizefighter, full of rough grace and a belief in the
rules, and Chandler was a Joe DiMaggio, playing on ballfields of a summer
afternoon, then Mike Hammer and Mickey Spillane were pro football: brutal,
vicious, mean and literally pummeling their way into the American consciousness.
Like pro football, Mike and Mickey reached therr first large audience after World
War II, elling them that winning wasn’t everything, but—as Vince Lombardi
would later say—it was the only thing.

As millions of readers are aware, Hammer’s enormous appeal rests
upon his toughness, his righteousness, his ruthlessness in the pursuit of
justice, and the readiness with which he plays the role of judge, jury, and
executioner. His willingness to dish out cruel and violent punishment, to
revel in spilling the blood of the enemy, to deliver vengeance in rage and
with extreme prejudice are literary traits that have fascinated readers who
hunger for thrills and chills and for heroes of God-like proportions.

As an ex-comic book writer who helped create and insure the success of
Captain Marvel and Captain America, Frank Morrison “Mickey” Spillane
was clever enough to give the post-World War 11 publicexactly what it was
thirsting for. His first mystery novel, I, The Jury (1947), became the first
mystery to sell over six million copies in the United States. Not only is
Spillane the best-selling mystery novelist of all time but he is the best-
selling novelist! At one time he was one of the most popular authors in the
nation—having seven titles among the ten best-selling books of the
century. Among the thirty top best-sellers from 1895 to 1965 seven were by
Spillane. As of 1979 he has sold over one hundred million books at home
and abroad. Most of these sales are due to the popularity of Mike Hammer.
Spillane’s popularity with the public 1s matched equally by his
unpopularity with the established literary critics who hold Spillane
personally responsibte for, according to George Orella, “the perversions of
the American detective novel,” and who see in Mike Hammer “a hero who
has descended to the bully, the sadist, the voyeur, no longer a hero at all,
but merely a villain who claims the right always to be right.” (Grella
again.) And in John Cawelti’s view, “By most traditional literary or artistic
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standards, the works of Mickey Spillane are simply atrocious. His
characters and situations not only strain credulity to its limits, they
frequently turn the stomach as well.” The English critic and novelist
Julian Symons is even more perturbed. He sees Hammer as a “monster
masquerading as a hero” and after reviewing two of the Hammer novels
concludes: ““The most nauseating, and clinically disquieting, thing about
these books is that Mike Hammer is the hero.”” Despite the critic’s opinion,
Hammer s a hero, and a hero, moreover, in a traditional sense.

Hammer is a single-minded fighting machine. Nearly all the plots of
the Hammer novels revolve around Mike’s redress of a terrible wrong done
to his friends. The first Hammer novel, I, The Jury (1947), begins with the
murder of his best friend, Jack Williams. During World War 11 Jack saved
Hammer’s life by taking a bayonet meant for Mike, in the arm. When Mike
finds Jack dead with a .45 dumdum slug in his belly he swears revenge on
the killer. Mike's friend Pat Chambers, Captain of Homicide, is also out to
help. But as Mike points out,

You're a cop, Pat. You're tied down by rules and regulations. There's someone
over you. I'm alone. I can slap someone in the puss and they can’t do a damn
thing. ... Some day, before long, I'm going to have my rod in my mitt and the killer
in front of me. I'm going to watch the kitler’s face. I'm going to plunk one rightin
his gut, and when he’s dying on the floor I may kick his teeth out.”

As Mike begins his relentless pursuit of the killer the trail leads to a
former gangster now in high society, a young man he is putting through
college, a beautiful and seductive psychiatrist, a nymphomaniac and her
normal twin sister, an ex-drug addict, and aretarded individual who raises
bees. Mike slowly peels away the layers covering the truth, and the action
leads relentlessly to a bloody and unforgettable climax.

In the second novel, My Gun is Quick (1950), Mike is out to avenge the
murder of a red-headed streetwalker he calls “Red,” who was killed by a
hit-and-run driver. Mike suspects a combinatuon chauffeur and bodyguard
named Feeny Last, who works for a millionaire. Mike catches Feeny, beats
him up, and dumps him in an open grave. After Mike absorbs several
beatings himself, is shot at several times, and witnesses several killings, he
meets a willing and winsome young lady named Lola, learns the identity of
Red, and why she was killed. Mike is then able to wreak his terrible
vengeance on the killers.

The third Hammer story, Vengenace Is Mine (1950), finds Mike drunk
in a hotel room with a dead man. Mike is drunk because Lola, his love in
My Gun is Quick, was killed. A friend of Mike's, Chester Wheeler, has been
murdered with Mike’s gun and the situation made to look like suicide.
Hammer’s friend, Pat Chambers of homicide, finds Mike and helps him
even though Mike loses his license and his gun. Velda, his Secretary and
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right-hand woman, who also has a PI license and gun permit, takes over
the business. Mike starts searching for the killer by contacting Wheeler’s
customers. In the process he meets Juno Reeves, a stunningly beautiful
woman and the employer of one of the girls Wheeler was with the night he
was murdered. He also meets Connie Wales who falls for Mike and takes
him to a gambling den where he again meets Juno Reeves, who has located
Marion Lester, the girl who was with Wheeler. With Velda’s help Mike
uncovers a blackmail operation and Chester’s and other victims’ killers.
Then, as the title suggests, vengeance 1s Hammer's.

In The Big Kill (1951), the next Hammer novel, Mike is getting drunk
in a bar one night when a derelict with a year-old kid comes in crying. He
abandons the child and as he leaves the bar he is gunned down. Mike
resents the fact the kid’s father is killed and the kid has 1o pay. So he goes
after the killers. In returning the killers” gunfire, Mike recognizes them as
being in the hire of Lou Grindle. Next day Mike finds the kid's father was
William Decker, an ex-con who was trying to go straight. Mike also learns
the child’s mother died of cancer a year before and that Decker was on the
road back before he was killed. In wracking down the killers, Mike
encounters a number of toothsome tootsies. Especially one Marsha Lee, an
actress, who has her eye, and other parts of herself, set on Mike. Mike
discovers that Decker got in deep with a loan shark and had to pull a
robbery in order to pay off the debt. As in all of the Hammer novels, there
are beatings and killings galore and the usual tense, Hairbreadith Harry
ending.

The next novel, One Lonely Night (1951), has Velda captured by
Communist spies. Mike pursues them relentlessly and manages to blow
them away, but not before they manage to capture and torture Velda. In
Kiss Me Deadly (1952), Mike picks up a big Viking-like blonde stranded in
the middle of the highway. She is wanted by the police and has escaped
from a sanitarium. Before Mike has a chance to know her, they are
ambushed, she is tortured and killed, and she, Mike and Mike’s car are
shoved over a cliff. Mike manages to roll out at the last minute. The dead
woman turns out to have been a witness for the FBI, and some Mafia
baddies thought that Mike broke her out. When Mike swears to avenge the
murder of the Viking he runs into trouble with the police, the FBI and the
Mafia. As always, blood flows freely and shock is piled on shock at the
novel’s typically gory end.

Between Kiss Me Deadly (1952) and T he Girl Hunters (1962) a decade
elapsed. Spillane covered the lapse by having Hammer hit the bottle for
seven straight years and wind up in the gutter. The reason for this behavior
is simple: seven years earlier Mike sent Velda out on a job and she never
came back. Mike assumed she was dead and overcome with despair began
his slow suicide. First, Chambers rescues him, sobers him up, and tells him
he needs Mike’s help to solve amurder. A thug named Richie Cole has been
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shotand calls for Hammer. He tells Mike he was shot by someone called the
Dragon and that Mike will never get “her” in time. “Get who?”’ Mike asks,
and Cole’s answer stuns him: “Velda.” Seems Velda is still alive but the
Dragon, a Communist conspiracy, will kill her unless Mike finds her first.
Dragon masterminds an international network of spies and assassins.
Mike, of course, completes his mission and gets Velda back but not before a
number of assorted killings, seductions, near-seductions, beatings,
bludgeonings and the usual final bloody act of vengeance. '

In the next book, The Snake (1964), Mike is reunited with Velda after
his seven-year intermission, Velda explains that it took her seven years “to
learn a man’s secret and escape Communist Europe with information that
will keep us equal or better than they are.” Velda has also taken in a 21-
year-old blonde who is running away from a rich stepfather she fears and
hates. When two gunmen try to shoot the runaway, Mike goes into action,
and in the process uncovers an old crime that is haunting the present. Mike
uncovers a million dollars in cash but before he can collect he is
interrupted by the Snake, “the real Snake as deadly as they come,”” who gets
the drop on him. Yet Mike prevails and lives to solve another case.

The Twisted Thing, published in 1966, is concerned with the
kidnapping of a l4-year-old genius, Ruston York. The novel opens with
Hammer witnessing the interrogation of Billy Parks, chauffeur to the
father of the vicim and an ex-con. A tough cop named Dilwick tortures
Parks in front of Mike and when he threatens Mike, Dilwick is kneed and
floored with typical Hammeristic dispatch. Mike goes to Rudolph York,
the vicum’s father and a brilliant scientist, and starts tracking down the
kidnappers. Along the way Mike encounters a he-man lady, an ex-stripper,
and a nymphomaniac named Cousin Alice. Mike also learns that someone
planned Rudolph’s death and has succeeded in pulling it off. Mike has to
get Ruston back and find the killer of Ruston’s father.

In The Body Lovers (1967), Mike gets involved with an underground
orgy cult made up of an international Who’s Who of VIPs, Very Important
Perverts, who throw sadistic soirees and hire sexy beauties to perform
interesting sex acts. Unfortunately, on the morning after one of these
orgiastic evenings two of the beauties wind up dead. Mike’s job is to
uncover the killers which, of course, he does. In Survival Zero, the last
Hammer novel published in 1970, Lipton “Lippy”’ Sullivan, a friend that
Mike grew up with, is knifed and left for dead in his bedroom. Mike gets to
him before he dies, and Lippy tells him he was killed for “‘No reason, Mike,
no reason.”’ So Mike sets out again on a right-wing mission of vengeance.
In the process he discovers a dastardly plot to destroy the nation. It seems
that 22 Communist agents, working against their own government’s best
interests, have been planted in the country with a vaccine to protect a select
few from a deadly bacteria that will destroy everyone except those
innoculated with the vaccine. One key man has been assigned torelease the
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deadly bacteria. Mike, of course, thwarts the plan, rounds up the agents
and gets Lippy’s killers.

Though he has been called vicious, brutal, bloodthirsty and worse,
Mike is, nevertheless, a firm adherent to the chivalric code. Mike 1s a man of
honor and a vigilante. He is a protector of the weak and helpless, and when
he encounters the enemy and the oppressor he destroys them without a
qualm. Furthermore, Mike’s word is always good.

As for Hammer’s personal life, we learn from the novels that he was
born in New York in 1917 and went to school with Lippy Sullivan, and
though he setdom mentions his early years, we do know he remembers
fighting with the “Peterstown Bunch” and he also remembers growing up
“watching Georgia Southern, Gypsy Rose Lee, Ann Corio, and the rest”
on the stage of the old Apollo and Elunge Theatres. Though he doesn’t
talk about his education, he went through the public schools, and it is
likely he had some advanced training because he is well read and can
recognize first editons and classical composers instantly.

Hammer opened his own PI office before World War II in either 1939
or 1940, and when the war came he enlisted, received desert warfare
training and served in the Pacific theater where his friend Jack Williams
saved Mike's life and lost an arm in the doing. After the war and back on the
job n 1944, Mike reopened the “Hammer Investigative Agency’” in a two-
room suite, No. 808, in the Hackard Building in New York City. In 1944
Mike lured Velda to work for him as Secretary and Associate PI. Since she
was with the Office of Strategic Intelligence during WWII, her experience
qualified her for a PI's license which she obtained before joining Mike.
Their office has an anteroom which holds Velda’s desk and her typewriter,
an antique bench, and two captain’s chairs for waiting chients. Mike's
office features a battered desk, a leather swivel chair, a file cabinet, a news
clipping file, a wick lamp (for hiding important papers), a leather couch
and a wash basin. Though the building 1s nondescript 1t is in a good
location, has its own parking garage in the basement, good security with
pickproof locks and watchmen as well as Nat Drutman, a good manager
and one of Mike’s friends.

Physically, Mike is difficult to describe since Spillane wants the reader
o identify with Mike and see himself in Mike’s shoes. In a 1979 interview
with Michael Barson for The Armchair Detective, Spiltlane stated:

I've never given a physical description of Mike Hammer at any time. I've
described the girls or the adversary, but I've never described the hero .... Thisis
one of the things you don’t have to do ... because a hero should be a figment of
your imagination.

But on at least one occasion Mike has said “I'm no athlete,” which is
unnecesarily modest. Indirectly, we are ted 1o believe that he is a fairly big
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man; at leastsix feet tall and weighing around 200 pounds, but at the end of
his seven-year skid his weight drops to 168. His eyes are amottled blue and
brown, and facially he falls into the category of “‘rough ugly.”” Velda calls
him ugly and he doesn’targue the point. On one occasion one of his many
conquests tells him, “You're so ugly you're beautiful.” He is a good
dresser, wears custom tailored suits, ties and a pork-pie, battered felt hat
eternally, both indoors and out. During inclement weather he wears a
wrench coat. His favorite weapon is a .45 automatic in a shoulder holster.
When on a particularly demanding chase he may go several days without a
shave or change of clothes. Mike's standard fee is $50 a day, including
expenses, but he occasionally receives and cashes checks for $1,000, $5,000
and $10,000.

Without a doubt, Hammer 1s the most puritanical P of all, refusing to
sleep with Velda because, he says, ““we're engaged.” He has a hearty dislike
of pornographers, homosexuals and personally eschews nudity, on one
occasion refusing to go skinny dipping. Politically he is to the far right and
has little affection for minorities, although he is friendly toward blacks
“who know their place.” He is imbued with a strong sense of patriotism

‘

and civic responsibility and wants to “clean up the world.” Hammer’s
middle-America, right-wing leanings, more than anything else perhaps,
have brought down the wrath of the critics, and to a certain extent the
critics are right. Hammer is the antithesis of the sensitive intellectual. He is
simple-minded, maudlin and sentimental. Spillane’s plots are absurd. His
style 1s a mess. The novels are an amalgam of soap opera and the comics. If
anyone tries to take them more seriously or to read anything more into
them, he is missing the target. The Hammer novels are comic strips
without the pictures. They were written o entertain and to tell a good
story. As a prime example of what a combination of soft porn, gore, rapid
pace, retribution and horror, all put together in simple streamlined prose,
can do to meet the entertainment needs of a bored, excitement-hungry
population of paperback readers, the Hammer novels represent one of the
most remarkable publishing triumphs of the twentieth century.

Spillane, a canny creator, has not only laughed all the way to the bank,
but is still laughing. Within the last year or so his PI has begun to appear
on TV and to acquire all the hallmarks of maturity and character that may,
in time, make him a rival of Marlowe, Archer and Spade. The new, wiser
and more sensitive Hammer, as recently portrayed by Stacy Keach, may
even in the long run wind up winning the respect of the literary
establishment. In 1984 The Mysterious Press published a collection of
Spillane stories (Tomorrow I Die) under the editorship of Max Collins.
One Hammer piece 1s included.

Frank Morrison “Mickey”’ Spillane was born in Brooklyn on 9 March
1918. He was educated in the publicschools and later attended Kansas State
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University in Manhattan, Kansas. He started his career writing for slick
magazines and began selling stories in 1935. After some success he switched
to the pulps and the comic magazines. He was instrumental in the
development of Captain Marvel, Captain America and others.

During World War II he served in the Army Air Corps as a trainer of
fighter pilots. Later in the war he flew a number of combat missions
himself. In 1944 he married his first wife, Mary. They had four children but
were divorced in 1962. In 1965 he married his present wife, Sherri. Sherri, a
model, posed in the nude for the cover of his 1972 novel, T he Erection Set.
After the war he returned to the comics and then, doing what he always
wanted, he got a job with Ringling Bros., Barnum and Bailey Circus as a
wampoline arust. Following this brief period as a performer he joined the
Federal Bureau of Investigation and helped break up a narcotics ring,
receiving two bullet wounds and a knife stab during the investigation. He
still carries the scars to support this claim. In 1952 he was converted to
Jehovah's Wimesses and almost quit writing altogether. Following the
success of the first five Hammer novels plus the one non-Hammer novel,
The Long Wait, in 1951, he stopped writing unul 1961. Although these
first six books represent only a third of his output, they have accounted for
two-thirds of his sales and have supplied the subject matter for two-thirds
of the Spillane movies.

When Spillane stopped writing, a number of writers created new Pls
to take Hammer’s place and meet the public demand for this type of
entertainment. Although the PIs who appeared and became popular
during the middle and late fifues barely resembled Mike Hammer, a
number of critics have erroneously accused Brett Halliday, Richard
Prather, Evan Hunter (writing as Curt Cannon), John B. West, Michael
Avallone and even John D. MacDonald, of modeling their heroes after
Mike Hammer. Anyone familiar with the works of these writers—anyone
who has read the novels rather than merely “reading about” them—
obviously knows better. Most of them owe more to Hammett and Chandler
than they do to Spillane and nearly all have added new dimensions and
styles not found in Spillane’s work. Spillane did begin to write again in the
1960s and between 1961 and 1967 published The Deep in 1961, The Girl
Hunters, another Hammer novel, in 1962, and Day of the Guns, the first
Tiger Mann novel, in 1964. Mann is involved in espionage work and is the
American equivalent of James Bond. In their definiuve Spillane
biography, One Lonely Knight: Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer
(Popular Press, 1984) Max Collins and James Traylor describe Mann as
“Mike Hammer, secret agent.” The Snake (Hammer) also appeared
in1964. Then Bloody Sunrise and The Death Dealers, the second and third
Tiger Mann novels, both appeared in 1965. The By-Pass Control, another
Tiger Mann, and The Twisted T hing (Hammer) both appeared in 1966. In

-
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1967, The Body Lovers, another Hammer, and The Delta Factor were
published.

Following The Delta Factor Spillane shifted his literary gears and
between 1970 and 1973 turned out three experimental novels: the last
Hammer, Survival Zero (1970), T he Erection Set (1972) a stated attempt on
Spillane’s part to write in the Jacqueline Susanne tradition “an even
dirtier book than these women writers” and a novel called The Last Cop
Out (1973), written entirely in the third person.

From the outset the Hammer novels were destined for the screen.
United Artists signed a four-picture contract with Spillane in 1953 and
filmed I, The Jury in 3-D with Biff Elliott as Hammer. Predictably, the plot
was somewhat tamer for the screen. However, the film was not a huge
success. Kiss Me Deadly appeared in 1955. Directed by Robert Aldrich, with
Ralph Meeker as Hammer, the film grossed only $726,000. A disappointed
United Artists went ahead with My Gun Is Quick in 1957 with Robert Bray
as Hammer. The gross this time was a mere $308,000. Spillane was so upset
with Hollywood’s mangling of his work that he swore to never again allow
his work out of his hands. He went so far as to establish his own film
company with Robert Fellows, known as Spillane-Fellows Productions,
located on East 37th Sueet in New York City.

Spillane is a rara avis in another respect: he is the only PI writer thus
far to play himself and his private eye in the movies. In 1954 Spillane was
cast as himself, a mystery writer, in the movie Ring of Fear. According to
the plot, Clyde Beatty calls on his old friend Mickey Spillane to help track
down and capture a psychopathic killer who is sabotaging Beatty’s circus.
Hammer was played by a real cop named Jack Stang. Although Stang
looked the part he was definitely not an actor. Also in the early 1960s the
Mutual Broadcasting System ran ‘““T’hat Hammer Guy’’ for a short while
and in 1957-58 there was a television series featuring Darren McGavin as
Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer. The series was not renewed.

In the fourth and last film on the United Arusts contract, The Girl
Hunters (1963), Spillane was cast as Mike Hammer. The movie was filmed
in England and despite an intensive promotional campaign and good
solid performances by Spillane, Lloyd Nolan and Shirley Eaton, the
picture still grossed less than a million dollars.People who were buying his
books were not, it seems, going to the movies.

For the last decade Spillane has been content to devote himself to
collecting his royalties, appearing on TV in Lite Beer commercials and
enjoying the new Mike Hammer TV series starring Stacy Keach. Itis very
clear that we have not seen the last of either Mr. Spillane or Mr. Hammer.



Chapter IV
Knights of Old—The Hard-Boiled Standard Bearers
(1930-1970)

THERE WERE A NUMBER OF KNIGHTS who followed closely in
the footsteps of the Princes of the Realm who were not of noble blood.
Commoners though they are, their work has such skill that they deserve a
place of honor at the table of champions only one position down from
those of royal birth. The seventeen knights making up the body of this
chapter have provided hours of entertainment and fully deserve the fame
and glory a grateful kingdom can bestow. Since it is difficult to rank one
knight higher than another, we will take them in alphabetical order by the
author’s last name. Since our first three knights work in or out of Chicago,
we have dubbed them ““The Chicago Knights.”

The Chicago Knights: Ed and Am Hunter, Mac Robinson, Paul Pine
Ed and Am Hunter—Fredric Brown

Among the many pairs of Pls who are described in this volume, the
tandem of Ed and Ambrose Hunter 1s the only uncle-nephew team to
practice the detectuive business together. The Hunters were introduced in
The Fabulous Clipjoint, Fredric Brown’s splendid novel which won an
Edgar for the best first novel of 1947. They are brought together when Am
resigns his job with the carnival to come to Chicago to help Ed solve the
murder of Ed’s father (Am’s brother). The title, one of the best in PI ficuion,
is drawn from a scene at the end of the novel when Ed and Am are looking

out on Chicago from the top-floor cocktail bar of the Allerton Hotel:

We took a table by the window on the south side, looking out toward the Loop. It
was beautiful in the bright sunshine. The tall narrow buildings were like fingers
reaching toward the sky. It was like something out of a science-fiction story. You
couldn’t quite believe it, even looking at it.

“Amn’t it something, Kid?”

“Beautiful as hell,” I said. “But it’s a chipjoint.”

He grinned. The hude laughing wrinkles were back in the corners of his eyes.

He said, “It’s a fabulous clipjoint, kid. The craziest things can happen in it, and
not all of them are bad.”

78
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Ed and Am were featured in six more novels. In The Dead Ringer
(1948) they investigate the murder of a carnival midget (Brown had toured
with a carnival in his younger days). The Bloody Moonlight (1949) and
Compliments of a Fiend (1950) preceded Death Has Many Doors (1951) in
which the Hunters open their own practice, the Hunter and Hunter
Detective Agency, in Chicago. The Late Lamented (1959) and Mros.
Murphy’s Underpants (1963) completed the series.

Ed and Am are a nicely balanced pair. Ed is a brash young man with
lots of ambition. He has a weakness for beautiful murder suspects and is
handsome enough to attract plenty of female attention. Ed is an innocent,
but he learns quickly, especially under the seasoned tutelage of Uncle Am.

Am is middle-aged, chubby and wears a scruffy, black mustache.
Though he has a twinkle in his eye, there is something else there—
something deadly. Am is wily and streetwise, characteristics that stood him
in good stead during his days as a carnival worker and private dick. He
loves to play cards and often stays out all night at a good poker game.

Brown added Ed’s idealism to Am’s resourceful toughness to achieve a
unique mixture that Ron Goulart praised as follows:

He could work in the hard-botled wadition . .. yet he comes across as a somewhat
gentle tough guy, a man not quite as detached and cynical as some of his
contemporaries. There is a sensibility underlying the book, an appreciation of the
people who have 1o make their way on the mean streets and still manage o hold
onto their honesty.

Throughout the Hunter (an apt name for Pls) series, Brown
showcased his trademark skills: an imagination that soared beyond the
genre’s usual boundaries, clever wordplay (his friend, Robert Bloch
reported that Brown once wondered aloud why people prefer ashampoo to
areal poo) a tension between the romantic and the realistic, an ability to be
tender and tough, narrative inventions, story twists, use of metaphorand a
finely-tuned sense of irony that elevated some of his writing to the highest
level.

Fredric Brown was born in Cincinnati in 1906. He attended the
University of Cincinnati and Hanover College in Indianaand spent twelve
years as an office worker in Cincinnati. Brown moved to Milwaukee where
he joined the staff of the Milwaukee Journal as a proofreader and reporter.
He sold his first short story in 1936 and over the years produced more than
300 stories—science fiction, mysteries, fantasy and detective stories were all
in his repertoire.

_Brown had a respiratory condition which forced him to move to the
Southwest, living first in Taos, New Mexico and then in Tucson, Arizona.
He worked in Los Angeles briefly writing scripts for TV shows such as the
Alfred Hitchcock program, but his health problems required him to return
to Tucson in the mid-sixties. He died in Tucson on March 11, 1972.
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Brown was also well known for his science fiction writing. What Mad
Universe (1949), expanded from a short story published a year earlier in
Startling Stories, began his reputation as a sci-fi writer. The Lights in the
Sky are Stars (1953) 1s regarded as one of his best novels. A collection of
Brown's science-fiction stories edited by Robert Bloch appear in The Best
of Fredric Brown. Brown also wrote one mainstream novel, The Office
(1958), based on his own experience as an office worker in Cincinnati.

In addition to the Hunter series, Brown wrote more than 15 other
mystery novels. Among the best are The Screaming Mimi (1949), The Far
Cry (1951), Knock Three-One-Two (1959), The Lenient Beast (1956), and
The Deep End (1952), an outstanding study of schizophrenia.

Several of Brown's works found their way to the big screen. Probably
the most famous was Columbia’s The Screaming Mimi, starring Anita
Ekberg and Phil Carey. Brown's novels received considerable acclaim from
critics and fellow authors. Anthony Boucher praised him, as did Ayn
Rand. Mickey Spillane is reported to have called Brown his all-time
favorite author. Robert Bloch singled out the following qualiues of
Brown'’s work:

The sardonic humor, the irony which at umes brings to mind Ambrose Bierce.
And yet there is a leavening element of playfulness which adds an extradimension
to his most savage satire or scaring cynicism. Add to this his gift for the realistic
rendering of dialogue and accurate observation of character traits and the result is
as Impressive as it is entertaining.

Mac Robinson—Thomas B. Dewey

Another honorable Chicago knight 1s Thomas Blanchard Dewey’s
“Mac” Robinson. One of Mac’s most likeable characteristics 1s his
reluctance to use either a gun or his fists, although he will employ both
with great skill for honorable and defensive purposes. Mac is one of the
most humane PI's in modern fiction. He is also one of the wisest, most
understanding and sympathetic. His heart 1s as big as a bushel basket and
he is as compassionate as the Buddha himself. Mac is not only
supersensitive to the frailues and foibles of humanity but also aware of the
first noble truth: to live is to suffer.

Mac’s motives, thinking and behavior are logical, reasonable,
consistent and—above all—believable. More than most Pls, Mac 1s a true
investigator rather than a brilliant logician, a hard-nosed avenger, or a
don’t-give-a-damn survivalist. When Mac gets to know his clients and the
other people in his cases, he cares about them and tries to provide notonly
justice but counsel and guidance as well. If there is nothing else that Mac
can do but sympathize, he does it intensely and we know there is nothing
false about the emotions he reveals.

Another of Mac’s winning traits is his modesty. In the first of the Mac
novels, Draw the Curtain Close (1947), he says:
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['m justa guy. I go around and get in jams and then try o figure a way out of them. I
work hard. I don’t make very much money and most people insult me one way or
another. I'm thirty-eight years old, a fairly good shot with small arms, slow-
thinking but thorough and very dirty in a clinch.

Mac was a city cop when he was twenty-three. He started out in a
uniform patrolling a beat on Chicago’s west side. From the outset,
however, he wanted to be a detective. Mac had a Sergeant named Donovan
who trained him to be a detective in Mac’s off hours. Donovan had him
assigned to his own staff. When Mac did something of note Donovan saw
that Mac got the credit. One night there was a nightclub hold-up and the
robbers cleaned out the entire club. Pollard, the owner, was shot seventeen
times. Donovan was on vacation and Mac cracked the case wide open.
When Mac reported the facts and named the killers and their motives Mac
started getting arguments all the way to the op. “When they fired me,”
Mac says, “for shooting off my mouth to one of the commissioners—
Donovan helped me get this license. Being a cop was all I knew. I've done
all right with it so far. Thanks to Donovan.” Lt. Donovan figures in nearly
every novel. Mac says, “‘I've known Donovan a long time . . .. He’s more of
a father to me than the real one I had once.”

Mac is slow and methodical. On one occasion when one of his clients
says, “‘be careful, please,” his reply is, “Never fear ... I'm probably one of
the most careful people in this town. I love life ....”

Mac’s office and the place where he lives are one and the same. The
office and the aparument are run together with the office in front and a
bedroom, kitchen and bath in the rear. Macalso uses a call service in lieu of
a secretary. He takes most of his food and drink at a bar-restaurant called
“Tony’s” directly across the street from his office. Mac likes beer and
occasionally whiskey on the rocks. He also drinks a lot of coffee.

Although most of Mac's cases take place in Chicago, three of them
occur in California where, in all three of the stories, he is assisted by
another sympathetic cop, the fifty-year-old Lieutenant L.ou Shapiro, a
tough and reliable career man. For fifteen consecutive novels Dewey
studiously avoids giving away Mac’s family name. It is not until The Love
Death Thing (1969) that finally, on page 41 when Mac is trying to reach
Shapiro, the operator asks who is calling and he answers: ““Mac Robinson,
Ambassador Hotel, Room Seven Fourteen . ... Here, for the first ime, we
learn Mac’s last name. This literary gimmick inspired Bill Pronzini years
later when he created his now famous and totally “Nameless” PI.

The novels are consistently good, well-crafted, lucid and entertaining.
One of the best is Deadline (1966) in which Mac in his quiet, easy-going
way is hired to try to saye a twenty-two year old from the electric chair.
According to the condemned boy’s lawyer, the accused is emotionally
incompetent and is being raiiroaded. Mac has no clues, leads or help and
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only four days to come up with the right answers. He goes to a small
country town where the crime occurred and despite the townfolk’s
opposition, manages to uncover the real murderer and stop the execution.
Even though the reader knows the boy will be saved, Mac’s beautifully
orchestrated playing of the theme is a joy to follow.

One of the most compassionate and sympathetc of the cases is A Sad
Song Singing (1963). Mac is hired by a teenaged singer to find her guitar-
playing boy friend. Despite all of Mac’s compassionate efforts, the search
ends up in the discovery of a payroll robbery and an inevitable tragedy. The
story and the characterizations are excellent and it is one of Mac’s best.
Don’t Cry for Long (1965), The Girl Who Wasn’t T here (1960) involving
twin sisters, The King Killers (1968) concerned with a neo-Fascist
organization, Death and Taxes (1967) about gangland slayings and T he
Mean Streets (1955) concerned with juvenile delinquency are also well
worth the reader’s time.

Dewey clearly shows his sympathy and concern for the younger
generauton. For example, in A Sad Song Singing, when his seventeen-year-
old client 1s crying for her lost boy friend, Mac says:

I had no words of comfort for her. There was too much ume between us. What hurts
like death at seventeen may be a muffled pang at my age, and there is no way to
explam this across the years.

Dewey knew the Midwest well. Not only was he born in Elkhart,
Indiana in 1915, but he wraveled widely throughout Ohio, Michigan,
Illinois, and lowa as a child and young man. He received a Bachelor of
Science in Education degree from Kansas State Teacher’s College (now
Emporia State) in 1936 and he did graduate work at lowa 1n 1937 and 1938
before moving to California where he received his Ph. D. from UCLA in
1973. Dewey held a number of writing and editorial jobs during his career
including a stint with the State Department, a magazine editorship, and
several years with a Los Angeles advertising agency. He also taught
English at Arizona State University for several years before turning to free-
lance writing on a full-scale basis. So far Dewey has published a total of
thirty-four mystery novels and over fifty short stories.

Dewey is also the creator of two other memorable detectives. A Pl
named Pete Schofield appears in nine novels: And When She Stops (1957);
Go to Sleep Jeannie (1959); Too Hot For Hawaii (1960); The Golden
Hooligan (1961); Go Honeylou (1962); The Girl With The Sweet Plump
Knees (1963); The Girl in The Punchbowl (1964); Only on Tuesdays
(1964); and Nude In Nevada (1965). One unusual fact about Pete is that he
is a PI who is happily married. Dewey also created a non-Pl detective
named Singer Batts and featured him in four early novels: Hue and Cry
(1944); As Good as Dead (1946); Mourning After (1950); and Handle With
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Fear (1951). Batts owns a hotel in the fictional town of Preston, Ohio, is a
bookworm, and a Shakespearean scholar who also thinks like a cop.
Several of Dewey’s stories have been adapted for television and he was
clected a Director-At-Large of the MWA in 1960.

Readers interested in Mac are very fortunate. Pocket Books has recently
reprinted a number of Dewey’s earlier novels.

Paul Pine—John Evans (Howard Browne)

John Evans’ Paul Pine is, in some ways, Mac’s equal and in others, his
superior. Though Paul lacks Mac’s understanding and compassion he is,
nevertheless, a considerate and sensitive individual who cares about others.
At the end of Halo in Blood (1946), for example, when he is accused of
being hard and bitter, Paul’s answer 1s:

I don’t think I'm hard or calloused or bitter. At least I don’t mean to be. I get wet-
eyed i the movies once ina while, and I think kids are wonderful. Maybe I give the
mmpression you get, Leona, because my work makes me see people as they actually
are. Oh I used to be a trusting soul. 1 thought people, even the shoddy ones, would
give a straight deal if they gotone themselves. And Tused to go to bat for them, right
down to the line. But after a few years ol being lied o and cheated and
doublecrossed—well T quit handing out halos. Too many of them were turning out
o be tarnished instead of glowing; red instead of gold ... halos in blood.

While Pine is not as tough as Spade or Hammer he is tougher than
Mac and equally as sophisticated in his dealing with cops. About his own
occupation, he says, “You sat and listened or you stood and listened. And
when the callouses got thick enough so you didn’t fidget, then you could be
a private detective.”

In Pine’s debut in Halo in Blood (1946) we learn that he worked as an
mvestigator for two years in the State Attorney General’s office before a
change of administration encouraged himto get a Pl license. Pine 1s thirty-
one, five feet eleven, a hundred and seventy pounds. He sports adentin his
nose courtesy of high-school football, and he has an office—a reception
room and an inner office—on the eighth floor of the twelve-story Clawson
Building on the south side of East Jackson Boulevard, just west of
Michigan Avenue in Chicago’s loop. The reception room features a
second-hand leather couch, two chairs and a reed table with old magazines.
The inner office has an oak desk with a golden oak swivel-chair for Paul.
There are also two brown metal filing cabinets, a padded leather
customer’s chair for clients and a Varga-girl calendar.

Paul likes dry martinis and bourbon. He lives in an apartment hotel —
the Dinsmoor Arms—on Wayne Avenue. He prefers a .38 to a .45 but what
he is really good at shooting is similes, metaphors and creative turns of
phrase. Here are a few examples:
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He was as clean as a commencement day neck. ..

His smile was as bleak as the Siberan Steppes. ..

...a hand the color and wxuare of Billy The Kid's saddle. ..

...as cold as a barefoot Eskimo. ..

...a rusted screen door that had tong since stopped being a problem 1o flies.
He sat like that, not moving, carved out of stone, while the knives of memory cut
him apart inside.

She said a few choice words that crackled like the weighted tip of a mule whip. . .
Her smile was as guarded as her eyes and her eyes were as guarded as the
Philadelphia Mant.

She was siuing as stiffl as a cement pretzel . ..

...and her eves were as dry as Carrie Nauon'’s cellar.

...an alibr as shaky as the bed in a bridal suite.

The silence was as heavy as the bottom of a glacier.

Lest there be any doubt, John Evans—the pen name of Howard Browne—
can write. He 1s a master of the nutshell characterization. Here is the
description of a minor character in Halo In Brass (1949):

She was an mch or two over five feet but it ook spike heels o put her there. She
wis too thin in the legs, you could knita sweater with her arms and her waist looked
like somebody’s thumb. Her dark hair had a beauty-shop curl and she wore it piled
high on p where 1t would look the worst. You see dozens like her around hotel
lounges and cocktatl bars any afternoon of any week—pretty in a standard way,
shrill in the voice, feverish of eye and hard around the mouth.

In describing an older woman:

She was one of those small birdlike females who are active in church socials and the
local chapters of the Eastern Star, and who work up quite a reputation for
strawberry  preserves. She would go into her eighties and die with patient
resignation knowing in advance that the wings would 1t and the harp would be in
tuane.

Even passing glances at people are marked with sharp and graphicinsight:

Up to now his share of the conversation had been held down to breathing and
knuckle popping. He was a tall gangling man who wore a neckue as though it were
a hangman’s noose and who would never really be at ease without a plan to lean on.

Ordinary landscape descriptions, in Evans’ hands, are filled with life and
wicked wit:

I'he sun was very bright and very hot, although this was nearly the end of
September, and there was no breeze o speak of. I drove slowly on, snilling at the
strangely pleasant odor of what I finatly decided was fresh air. They didn’t have air
like that in Chicago. They hardly had air there at all—just gas fumes with solt coal
smoke to give it body. ...
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Finally, his observations of human behavior are precise and as on target as
a heat-seeking missile. Watching a number of well-to-do citizens gamble,
he notes:

‘The mouonless air carried the crisp rattle of chips, the dry even murmur of
croupiers, the shrill voices of women. Put almost any woman in an evening gown
and stick a glass i her hand and her voice automaticatly goes up three octaves.
Change the glass for a stack of chips and the walls ring.

There are three Haloes—Halo In Blood (1946), Halo For Satan (1948)
and Halo In Brass (1949). All three are well plotted and give us surprise
endings. Only one manages to tip us off in advance.

Browne's narrative skill is no fluke. His ability is that of a professional
who learned his trade writing for nearly all the media—newspapers,
magazines, TV, radio and the movies. He was born in Omaha, Nebraska in
1908 and educated in Lincoln but he considers Chicago his home. After a
stint as a department-store credit manager (1929-1941), Browne worked as
an editor for the Zitf-Davis Publishing Company from 1941 to 1951 in both
New York and Chicago. Moving to California in 1956 he made a good
living as a free-lance writer turning out a number of movie and TV scripts
for programs such as Columbo, Destry, 7 Sunset Strip, Maverick, Mannix,
Alias Smith and Jones, Cheyenne, The Fugitive, Mission Impossible, The
Virginian, Kraft Mystery Theater and Playhouse 90.

Between 1939 and 1955 Browne contributed over 300 short stories,
articles and novelettes to the pulps as well as to a number of “slicks”
mcluding Cosmopolitan, Redbook, Esquire and American Magazine.
Browne started writing as an escape from his 9 to 5 credit manager’s job.
Early in his writing career he came under the influence of James M. Cain
and Raymond Chandler. In his words, “They were doing the kind of books
I'd wanted to do before I'd read—or even heard of—either man.”
Unfortunately Browne published only six mystery novels: the three Halos
and Thin Air (1954), The Taste of Ashes (1957) and If You Have Tears
(1952). Pine is featured in all except the last one; this 1s an ironic story
about a bank official who falls in love with his new secretary and plans to
get rid of his wife.

When Browne retired in 1973 he had the enviable record of having
been employed—at one time or another—by every major studio in
Hollywood. Some of his movies include: Portrait of A Mobster with Vic
Morrow portraying Dutch Schultz; Capone starring Ben Gazzara in the
title role; and The Saint Valentine’s Day Massacre with George Segal and
Jason Robards. In a rare 1976 interview Browne said, ““For the past 20 years
I've written nothing except for the screen. Now that I'm semi-retired I'm
going back to writing books.”” If he has turned out any additional Pines we
have not been able to find them. Browne was an active member of the MWA
for several years and he is also a member of The Writer’s Guild.
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The Mutt and Jeff Knights—Bertha Cool and Donald Lam—
A.A. Fair (Erle Stanley Gardner)

Under the pseudonym A.A. Fair, Erle Stanley Gardner, the famous
California wial lawyer and world famous creator of Perry Mason, wrote a
series of PI novels featuring as unlikely a pair of snoopers as the brain
could concoct: Bertha Cool and Donald Lam. Bertha is “*a sizeable hunk of
woman with the majesty of a snow-capped mountain and the assurance of
a steam roller.” Bertha is somewhere in her sixties, with gray hair,
sparkling gray eyes and a benign grandmotherly expression. She weighs in
at over two hundred pounds. She is as penurious as Scrooge before his
encounter with the ghosts, and when she puts a hammerlock on a penny it
is permanently put. Bertha has a big neck, big shoulders, a big bosom, big
arms and a big appetite. She is also head of Cool Confidential
Investigations, a PI agency she inherited from her dead husband.

The first Cool and Lam novel, The Bigger They Come (1938), begins
with Donald Lam, an unjustly disbarred attorney, applying for work with
the Cool agency. Twenty-nine year old Donald is about five and a half feet
tall and he weighs only one hundred and twenty-seven pounds. When he
goes after the job his fortune is down 1o a dime and he hasn’t eaten in over
twenty-four hours. Because Lam is, in Bertha's estimation, such a good liar
he gets the job despite Bertha's reservauons about Donald’s size and his
ability to handle himself in a fight.

Bertha i1s a most remarkable character who, on her own admission,
likes profanity, loose clothes and loose talk. In her words:

I want to be comfortable. Nature intended me o be fat. I put in ten years cating
salads, drinking skimmed milk, and wying with dry wast. 1T wore girdles that
pinched my waist, form-building brassieres, and spent half my tume standing on

bathroom scales.
And what in hell did I do 1t for? Just o get a husband.

[t seems that Bertha got one and then one day after she caught him
two-timing her, she gave up her diet and ate normally. Following Henry
Cool's death Bertha assumed command—of his business, her hfe and
everything else.

Of the two, Donald 1s the one with the smarts. In fact it was his
cleverness and genius that got him disbarred. He bet one of his clients that
it would be possible to commit a murder in such a way that there was
nothing anyone could do about it. The chient turned out to be a small-time
gangster and when he was arrested he squealed about having the bet with
Lam. Donald was right, there are legal loopholes; but the Bar Association
felt what Donald had done was unethical and they disbarred him anyway.
Later on in The Bigger They Come, LLam proves his point in brilliant
fashion.
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Another steady and likeable character n the series 1s Bertha's secretary
Elsie Brand. Elsie and Donald have an off-and-on semiserious admiration
society going, but nothing romantic ever seems to develop. Bertha is given
to a numer of pet expressions from time to time. Whenever she is
flabbergasted out comes, ““Can me for a sardine,”” or “I'll be adirty name,”
or “Why you little devil,” or something equally archaic. Bertha also loves
jewels and wears them on both hands. As far as the casework 1s concerned,
Bertha's philosophy is simple. “A lot of agencies won’t handle divorce
cases and politics. I'll handle anything there 1s money in. I don’t give a
damn who it 1s or what it is, just so the douglh’s there.”” Bertha’'s mercenary
behavior goes even further; she pays Donald a monthly guarantee which
she keeps as low as possible and she in turn sells his services for as much as
she can get—the exact amount 1s, of course, not communicated to Lam.
She excuses her behavior on the grounds of having suffered so much
during the depression of the early thirties. Donald is always after her to
loosen up so he can get the job done. The by-play between Donald and
Bertha in the struggle over money is reliably amusing.

Ot the twenty-nine novels one of the best is Spill The Jackpot (1941)
set in Vegas. It opens with Bertha in a sanitarium with both the flu and
pneumonia. It is a well-plotted mystery combining a disappearance and a
murder i an unusually effective manner. In Double Or Quits (1941),
another of the better books, Lam 1s a suspect in one murder, is forced to
confess to two more and then gets himself in real trouble by drinking from
a bottle of poisoned Scotch. Donald also earns himself a full partnership
and the agency changes its name to Cool and Lam. In Owls Don’t Blink
(1942) Bertha and Donald tangle with two women who switch clothes,
names and identities to complicate the murder plot. Bats Fly At Dusk
(1942) has Bertha wanted by the cops for burglary and suspected murder. In
Give 'Em The Axe (1944) Donald has just gotten out of the Navy as the
result of having contracted a tropical disease while fighting World War II
in the South Pacific. Moreover Bertha's weight is now down to a hundred
and sixty-five and Donald’s 1s up to a hundred thirty-five. Elsie Brand—the
loyal and likeable secretary—is still pounding away on the typewriter and
the cases are still coming in—but not as fast as in pre-war times. Bertha has
been accepting domestic cases and she hands Lam one in which all he has
to do 1s get the goods on the new wife of a client’s old flame. But, as in all
domestic cases, there are two sides to the story. On one side Donald finds
blackmail and on the other a murder. In Crows Can’t Count (1946) Cool
and Lam acquire a rich client who offers them $500 to find a piece of
antique jewelry. Lam clears this up in no time but in finding the pendant
he uncovers a murder and even more money than Bertha can shake a stick
at—a trust fund, a gold mine, emeralds and a fat fee for the firm after
Donald runs down the killers.

Of additional interest are the forewords that Gardner wrote for a

o
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number of the cases. The expressed purpose of these forewords beginning
with Beware The Curves (1956) and dedicated to Arthur E. Bernard,
Warden of the Nevada State Penitentiary at Carson City, is to alert the
public to the need for prison reform. Others include You Can’t Die
Laughing (1957) dedicated to Percy Lainson, warden of the Iowa State
Prison at Fort Madison; Some Slips Don’t Show (1957) dedicated to Joseph
E. Ragen, warden of the Illinois State Penitentiary at Joliet; The Count of
Nine (1958) dedicated to Douglas C. Rigg, warden of the Minnesota State
Prison at Sullwater; Pass The Gravy (1961) dedicated to Robert A. Heinz,
warden of the California State Prison at Folsom; and Kept Women Can’t
Quit (1960) dedicated to Preston G. Smith, warden at the Terminal Island,
California Federal Correctional Institution. An earlier dedication in Some
Women Won’t Wait (1953) for Thomas L. Sidlo, Chairman of the Public
Relations Committee of the American Bar Association attempts to win
greater support and respect for attorneys. The forewords all show
Gardner’s deep concern for our prisons and for prison officials. This same
concern for miscarriages of justice underlay Gardner’s work in founding
The Court of Last Resort, a private organization devoted to helping men
believed to have been unjustly convicted. Gardner’s 1952 book of the same
name was awarded an MWA Edgar for the best work in factual crime.

As for Gardner, Alva Johnston once called him “the Henry Ford of
detective mysteries,” and Frances M. Nevins referred to him as “one of the
great natural storytellers.”” Certainly he is one of the best-selling writers of
the twentieth century. Gardner sold his first mystery story to a pulp
magazine in 1923 and between 1923 and 1932 he sold hundreds of stories—
westerns, mysteries and even sex tales—to the pulp magazines of the time.
Using a large number of pseudonyms—C.M. Green, Robert Parr, C.J.
Kenny, Carlton Kendrake, Les Tellray, Kyle Corning, et. al.—he often had
several magazines publishing more than one at the same time. In 1932
(when a dollar was worth something) he earned the astounding amount of
$20,525 from magazine sales alone.

In 1933 he published the first Perry Mason novel, The Case of the
Velvet Claws. Mason was an immediate success. The novels have been
filmed, radioed and TVed in series after series from the 1930s to the
seventies. At one time when Gardner was at the height of his creative
output he employed six secretaries working full time transcribing his
novels, nonfiction, articles and answering his voluminous
correspondence.

Gardner, born in 1889, worked in a number of different occupations as
a young man and traveled widely. From 1908 to 1911 he read and studied
law and in 1911 was admitted to the California bar. He practiced law from
1911 to 1918 in Oxnard and became widely known as a champion of the
underdog. In 1921 he joined a Ventura law firm and began to write fiction
to increase his income. He wrote over 4,000 words a day for many, many
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years.

Gardner was a man of many interests including archeology, natural
history, psychology and geology. He was an excellent photographer and a
crack shot. He hunted for many years but as he grew older he gave itup on
the grounds that it was not very sporting—the odds were weighted too
heavily in favor of the hunters. Gardner had a great interest in and love for
Mexico—particularly Baja and he wrote thirteen nonfiction accounts
about Baja, the American desert, and the Sacramento Delta. When asked
why he wrote mysteries he replied:

[ write tomake money and [ write to give the reader sheer fun. People derive a moral
satisfaction from reading a story in which the innocent victim of fate triumphs over
evil. They enjoy the sumulation of an exciting detective story. Most readers are
beset with a lot of problems they can’tsolve. When they try to relax their minds keep
gnawing over these problems and there 1s no solution. They pick up a mystery
story, become completely absorbed in the problem, see the problem worked out to a
final and just conclusion, turn out the light and go to steep. If [ have given miltlions
that sort of relaxauon, it 1s reward enough.

Though there are a number of biographies of Gardner, two of the best
are Alva Johnston’s authorized The Case of Erle Stanley Gardner
published in 1947 while Gardner was still alive, and Dorothy B. Hughes’
Erle Stanley Gardner; The Case of The Real Perry Mason published by his
own publisher, William Morrow & Co., Inc., in 1978, eight years after his
death.

Gardner wrote eighty-two full length Mason novels which, in all
editions, have sold more than 300,000,000 copies. In addition to the twenty-
nine Cool and Lam novels, Gardner also wrote nine mysteries featuring
the D.A. Doug Selby, seven non-series mysteries and four collections of
novelettes and short stories, two non-fiction books concerning crime and
countless short stories for the pulps and slicks. Among the giants of
American mystery fiction, Gardner was one of the tallest giants of them all.

The Rock-Like Knight: Brock Callahan
William Campbell Gault

Of all the private eyes in this collection none is more knightly than
William Campbell Gault’s Brock *The Rock” Callahan. Moreover, of all
the PIs Brock comes the closest to being a normal, middle-class, neighborly
nice guy. He’s as regular as rain, as ordinary as sin and as American as pie
a-la-mode. In fact, he was an All-American in football at Stanford. He was
one of the greatest linemen the Indians (now Cardinals) ever had.
Following his collegiate career—which included playing in two Rose
Bowl games—he moved to the Los Angeles Rams where he became the best
guard in LA history: All-Pro three years in arow and, in the eyes of LA fans
as good as, if not better than, Merlin Olsen. Among football experts Brock
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is ranked among the best linemen in the history of the game. After he
became oo old to play Brock got his PI license and settled down to
becoming a full-time professional knight and problem solver.

Brock weighs two hundred and twenty pounds and would probably be
in better shape and weigh a few pounds less were he not so fond of
Einlicher beer—the finest beer in the world—which he consumes in
prodigious quantities. This is the only thing he drinks except on rare
occasions when he drinks Wild Turkey and water. Brock works out of a
small pine-paneled office in Beverly Hills where the door letters spell out:
Brock Callahan—Discreet Investigations At Moderate Rates. And in
Brock’s words, “My rates were still moderate, but my investigations
covered some areas now to which the words ‘discreet investigations’ might
not apply. Substitute ‘muscle’.” Brock has mixed emotions about his
profession. He resents being tagged a ““peeper.”” According to Brock, “In a
country that extols private enterprise, private eyes should get more respect
than they do.” Brock does not do divorce work and he prides himself on his
integrity. Brock also gets along well with the cops who, with few
exceptions, admire and respect him. One of the primary reasons for this is
Brock’s own respect for others. As Anthony Boucher noted:

Observe his relationships with this clients, with the criminals he tracks down, with
the police, and above all with women; and behold a subtle and admirable picture of
an honest man trying not merely to maimntain his own integrity but 1o concede 1o
others therr right o their own wholeness.

In many ways we are left with the feeling that Brock is, basically, too decent
a man to be caught up in such a profession. In his own words in Vein Of
Violence (1961):

In most murder cases, the obvious is the true, but the standard cases do not usually
come to the direct attenuon of the private investigators. Men in my despised
profession usually deal only with the devious and the deviates, and there are rarely
any obvious conclusions o be drawn from the shenanigans of these kinds of
people.

Brock’s knightly qualities show up most prominently in his
relationships with women. One woman primarily—Jan Bonnet, an
interior decorator, who makes enough money for both of them to live on
most comfortably were it not for Brock’s manly pride that insists the man
should be the breadwinner—or at least make more bread. Therefore,
throughout eight of the nine Callahan novels, Brock lives alone in his
small Westwood apartment. Brock, however, 1s no saint. Although he
remains true to Jan, he has several lapses. He considers love-making to
women, other than Jan, therapeutic. And though his services are not for
sale, he likes being asked. As he puts it, “Don’t get me wrong; no woman
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can buy me with her body. But only a prude would discourage them from
trying.”” On another occasion he muses, “I am monogamous by instinct,
but Jan is emotionally erratic, with long barren stretches for which I must
maintain outside sources. Women . . . the poor bedeviled devils . ... I fell
asleep feeling sorry for the producer.”

One of the most intriguing aspects of the Callahan novels is the
continuity maintained from one novel to the next. Brock shows up first in
Ring Around Rosa (1955) in which he has just gotten his license. In the
next story, Day Of The Ram (1956) Brock investigates the blackmailing of
one of his ex-teammates on the LA Rams. In the third, The Convertible
Hearse (1957), Brock investigates the hot-car racket. In the fourth, Come
Die With Me (1959), Brock looks into murder and larceny. In the next, Vein
of Violence (1961), Brock investigates the murder of an aging ex-movie
queen and befriends a Texas millionaire who, a few novels later, in The
Bad Samaritan (1982) leaves Brock enough money for him to live
comfortably on for the rest of his life and enough for him finally to marry
Jan. As Brock says, “Hard work, honest dealing, persistence,
intelligence—and being Aunt Sheila’s nephew had finally earned me the
financial security that is every American’s birthright.” In County Kill
(1962) Brock helps an 11-year old boy clear his father of a murder charge. In
Dead Hero (1963) Brock looks into the murder of a public hero. In his latest
novel, The Cana Diversion (1982) Brock is bored with his new-found
wealth and when a fellow PI, Joe Puma, is found with a bullet through his
head Brock goes back to being a PI again and allies himself with CANA—
Citizens Against Nuclear Armageddon—to bring the killer to justice. The
Cana Diversion was good enough to win the 1983 MWA Best Paperback
Novel award. In this novel, Joe Puma, the hero of six prior PI novels, turns
out to be something of a villain. It seems that Joe was going to [inger an
FBI informant for a fee of thirty thousand dollars. This breach of ethics
backfired. Brock blames Puma’s death on their profession, “Dirty jobs are
bound to soil the men who work at them .... Puma was in the same
business I used to be in. It’s a dirty business. He had a wife to support and a
kid he hoped to get into law school. If he turned dirtier than the rest of us
...” Brock ends the sentence with a shrug.

One of Brock’s most interesting aspects is his relatively peaceful
nature. Unlike most fictional PIs he seldom uses a gun, is only rarely
knocked in the head, and his resorts to violence are most infrequent. He is,
however, well up to the challenge when violence is required.

In The Bad Samaritan Brock takes on some porno film makers who
are using underaged kids:

‘The lamp I hit Al with was smaller than the one Amos had thrown through the
window, but it was cut glass and it had cut up his forehead pretty good. The blood
running down over his eyes could have been the reason his looping overhand hand
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missed me by a foot.

I put my own right into his nose to hamper his breathing, as Angelo circled 1o get
a side shot at me.

Together they could have taken me—maybe. But from the doorway Jack called,
“Hey, Angelo, baby. This way. You're mine, Angie!”

Al had no partner now. It was man to man and [ honored the wradition. I didn’t
try to disfigure him, only tomake sure he would spend the rest of his life in pain. As
I have mentoned before, I like kids.

Though Brock 1s a native Californian and has spent his entire career
in the LA vicinity, he is no admirer of the City of Angels. Brock refers to it
constantly as “smogtown’” and in one acid comment says, ‘‘L.os Angeles is
not California, not in any way. Los Angeles is a fungus that will some day
destroy California.”

Brock’s knightly qualities are abundant. In The Bad Samaritan one of
Brock’s friends tells him, I always pictured you on a horse,”" she said, “A
big white horse, strong enough to carry your armor. Go with God, amigo.”
To support her vision Brock picks up two teenage hitchhikers on their way
to LA. With subtety and wisdom, Brock convinces them there’s no place
like home. This vignette ends with Brock driving the two to the bus
station—at their insistence—to catch the bus back home.

At the bus station in the San Fernando Valley, I bought them two tickets for San
Francisco and gave Don a double sawbuck.

“Take a cab from San Francisco,” I said, “Go home in style.”

“If you'll give me your address,” he said, “I'll——"

“Forget it. Go home and learn your trade, whatever that is. You sound like an
engineer to me.”

“I'm a pretty good mechanic,” he said. “I've rebutlta couple of old Jags and sold
them.”

“Could I kiss you?”" Dianne asked.

“If you don't think it would excite you too much.”

She kissed me, he shook my hand, and then they had to hurry for the bus, already
loading.

I stood there. People sat on benches and read, or ate their lunches out of paper
bags. Some bought tckets, some boarded buses, some got off. Not one of them had
the grace to walk up and pin a Good Samaritan medal on me.

Gault's second PI, Joe Puma, is big and arrogant and not as well
educated nor as middle class as Brock. His clientele are lower down in the
social scale. In End Of A Call Girl (1958) Joe’s client is a madam. In T he
Hundred Dollar Girl (1961) the client is the wife of a prizefighter. Joe is a
licensed Pl who carries a .38 and uses it when necessary. He is as hard-
boiled as a two-hour egg and as honest as necessary. As he sees it,
‘Sergeant,’ I said pompously, ‘complete honesty is suicide in any business,
any marriage, any art or any relationship. I'm as honest as any in my
profession and much more honest than the majority of them.”” At another
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time Joe says, “‘I'm not exactly Galahad, but I do have to stay in business
and that means I must be careful.”

Puma, of Italian stock, shows up first in End Of A Call Girl in 1958
and appears in six other novels: Night Lady (1958), Sweet Wild Wench
(1939), The Wayward Widow (1959), Million Dollar Tramp (1960), The
Hundred Dollar Girl (1961) and the last, The Cana Diversion (1982) in
which Puma is murdered. The Puma novels are terse, tough, well-plotted
and worth any PIlover’s attention. The biggest problem is finding them in
second-hand bookstores and large libraries.

William Campbell Gault is one of the very best writers in the mystery
and suspense genre and is deserving of all the praise that can be heaped
upon his aging head. Art Scott has summed it up beautifully in
commenting on Gault’s work:

His work has been undeservedly neglected and long out of print, lost in the mass of
mostly mediocre private-eye ficton that flooded the mystery field in the 1950s. His
two series private eyes, Brock Callahan and Joe Puma, are memorable, believable
characters, notable for their directness, integrity and—atypically for most 1950s
private eyes—healthy, non-satyr-like relationships with women.

It 1s incredible that any writer with such abilty and skill and one who
has never written a weak book could be so neglected by the quality-
entertainment hungry public. In an interview not long ago Gault stated,
“My Edgar winner—Don’t Cry For Me—came out in 1952 and was out of
print two months later. In 1952 I also wrote a juvenile novel, Thunder
Road, which is still in print. So, one has to eat . ... My only mystery fame
lately has been in someone else’s novel—Ross Macdonald dedicated The
Blue Hammer to me.”’

Gault was born in 1910 in Milwaukee and attended the University of
Wisconsin, graduating in 1929. On his way to becoming a great writer he
worked as a waiter, busboy, shoe sole cutter and mailman. From 1932 to
1939 Gault was the manager and part owner of the Blatz Hotel in
Milwaukee. During World War II he served with the 166th Infantry from
1943 to 1945. Writing professionally since 1941 Gault has contributed
almost three hundred short stories to the pulp and slick magazines. He has
written approximately twenty-five mystery novels and nearly forty
juvenile novels. He is a superb writer of sports stories and he is one of the
most widely read juvenile writers in the nation. In 1957 the Boys Club of
America gave him a special award for his novel Speedway Challenge and in
1968 he received an award from the Southern California Council On
Literature For Children and Young People. Thus far he has received two
awards from the MWA—an Edgar in 1952 for Don’t Cry For Me and thirty-
one years later an Edgar for The Cana Diversion. Anthony Boucher was a
great admirer of Gault and at a recent Bouchercon held in Milwaukee
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Gault was given a shoe sole as a special award. This was done because in
1936 Gault operated a shoe-sole cutting machine at the Weyenberg Shoe
Factory in Milwaukee. At this time he was 26 years old and had just sold his
first short story. The late Fredric Brown was also a great admirer of Gault's
work, and in a review of Gault’s first novel he said, “Don’t Cry For Me is
not only a beautiful chunk of story but, refreshingly, it's about people
istead of characters, people so real and vivid that you'll think you know
them personally. Even more important, this boy Gault can write, never
badly and sometimes like an angel.”” This was said about his very first
novel and Gault has improved over the years. In a recent interview for the
Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine, when Gault was asked whether or not
Brock Callahan resembled him, he replied, ““Brock is probably what I'd
like to be—uall, fairly handsome, and muscular. I'm none of these things,
though muscular enough for a hule guy—5'7”, 160 pounds.” Little
though Gault may be in physical stature he is a giant among mystery
writers of the twentieth century. To parody James Reston, “Should we sing
‘Hail to Brock Callahan and William C. Gauliz” ” “Hail yes!”

The Prolific Knight:
Michael Shayne—Brett Halliday (Davis Dresser)

Private eye creators come in all shapes, sizes and shades of narrative
skill as well as producuvity. Some have only one or two novels to their
credit while others can turn out a book of acceptable or even exceptional
quality in a week or so. Davis Dresser, aka Brett Halliday, 1s one of the most
prolific of all our PI parents. Moreover, he 1s the proud pappy of one of the
most personable and photogenic Pls in history—a red-headed, tough, two-
fisted Martell-drinking Mick named Mike Shayne. Few American Pls are
better known or more widely read, heard or watched. Written over a forty
year period (1939-1974), over 30 million copies of Halliday’s Mike Shayne
stories have been sold thus far. To date, Mike 1s the hero in sixty-odd
novels, hundreds of short stories. fourteen movies, a radio series, a TV
series and along with Shell Scott is the only PI thus far with a magazine
named in his honor. Although the first Mike Shayne novel, Dividend On
Death, was published in 1939 most of the Shayne novels are still in print.
Written in 1935, it ook Halliday four years to get the first book published
since publisher after publisher turned it down.

Dresser’s own personal history 1s as fascinating as any novel. He was
born in Chicago in 1904 and spent his childhood in Texas until he ran
away at fourteen and joined the U.S. Army. After basic training he was
assigned to Fort Bliss in El Paso on the Mexican border. Davis managed to
escape detection for two years before the Army discovered his age and
discharged him. He went home and finished high school and then, as he
phrased it, he set out “'in quest of adventure.” The only work he could find
was as a roughneck in the oil fields and he worked every oil field from
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Burkburnett, Texas to Signal Hill, California for nearly four years. Tiring
of the work, he signed on as a deckhand on an oil tanker. One night when
the tanker put into port at Tampico, Mexico, Halliday went ashore and
wound up in a tough waterfront bar filled with Mexicans who disliked
American sailors intensely. When some sailors entered the bar the only
other American there was an outsized redhead sitting alone in the rear
drinking tequila. Inevitably, a fight broke out and Davis was slugged and
knocked to the floor. Badly outnumbered and unarmed against the
Mexicans who were armed with knives, the sailors faced a grim situation.
Seeing the odds, the big redhead waded into the Mexicans and lined an
escape path to the door with unconscious native bodies. The grateful
sailors departed and Dresser never forgot the favor. Realizing the dead end
of a sailor’s life, Dresser left the sea and enrolled in Tri-State College in
Indiana and earned a certificate in civil engineering. Still restless, he
resumed his travels working as an engineer and a surveyor.

In 1927 he tried his hand at creative writing and despite his lack of
success he persisted in sending stories to the pulps. As it did for Hammett,
the depression aided his career. Since it was difficult to find engineering
jobs Dresser kept writing. Using a number of pseudonyms—Anthony
Scott, Asa Baker, Matthew Blood, Sylvia Carson, Peter Shelly, Kathryn
Culver and others—he wrote dozens of adventure, mystery, western, love
and sex sagas for the pulps.

One night in the early thirties, Dresser found himself in New Orleans’
French Quarter in a Rampart Street bar looking for story material.
Incredibly, he spied his savior—the big redhead sitting alone with a bottle
of cognac in front of him. Dresser went over, introduced himself and the
Irishman confided that he was a private eye in New Orleans on a case.
Suddenly, the redhead stiffened and told Dresser to get up and get out of the
saloon immediately and to forget he had ever seen him. Two toughs came
into the bar as Davis was leaving. Watching from outside, Dresser saw the
redhead leave with the two men—one on each side, hands in bulging
pockets. Later that night Dresser decided to write a novel—a private eye
novel—featuring the big, tough, cognac-drinking redhead whom he
christened Mike Shayne.

It was not until 1938, however, that he had his first novel accepted by a
publisher. This first one was called Mums The Word For Murder (1938)
and he used the pseudonym Asa Baker. It took an additional year; before he
was able to publish the first novel about his PI, Michael Shayne. This one
was Dividend on Death (1939) and he used the pseudonym Brett Halliday.
It was an immediate success and left both the public and his publisher
clamoring for more.

Following his marriage to the mystery writer Helen McCloy, Dresser
published a number of other books using the pseudonyms of Asa Baker,
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Don David, Anderson Wayne and Hal Debrett—a joint pseudonym with
his second wife Kathleen Rollins. None of these, however, brought him
anywhere near the acclaim and success of his PI Shayne.

Halliday openly acknowledged his indebtedness to Hammett for
much of the background and setting for his Michael Shayne novels. Also he
gave credit to his wives, especially his last wife Mary Savage, who all were E
accomplished writers in their own right.

Mike Shayne, Miami's most famous shamus, is different from the
typical Pl in a number of ways. Though Mike uses his fists in nearly all of
his sixty-some cases he seldom uses his gun, a .38 revolver. Brains, he
argues, are always more effective than bullets over the long haul. Mike’s
affairs of the heart are also atypical. In the first novel Dividend On Death,
for example, Shayne meets Phyllis Brighton , a young beauty accused of
murdering her mother. She falls in love with Shayne and tries to seduce
him as the book ends. Shayne, much older, repulses her advances telling
her to wy again when she grows up. In the second book, The Private
Practice of Michael Shayne (1940), Phyllis and Mike are engaged as the
novel ends. Because of Hollywood's unwillingness to use married
detectives in its movies, Dresser decided to kill off Phyllis and leave Shayne
free. Therefore, between the next two novels, Murder Wears A Mummer’s
Mask (1943) and Blood On T he Black Market (1943) Dresser has Phyllis die
in childbirth.

After 20th Century Fox dropped the Shayne series, Dresser took Mike
to New Orleans where he opens up an office much like Sam Spade’s. Here
Mike meets Lucille Hamilton. Mike 1s so smitten he brings her back to

Miami as his secretary and she has occupied this position ever since.

Dresser admitted that he, himself, didn’t know what the situation was with :
Lucey and Mike. Though they are close and work together on most of the

cases, there’s neither mention nor suggestion of marriage. Mike often takes 1
Lucey to dinner and drops by her apartment for talk and cognac (she keeps
his special brand always on hand) but things stop there.

Because of his unwillingness to use a gun, Mike has taken some bad
beatings over the years. Usually his fists manage to get him out of any
scrape he gets into. Another reason for his escapes mentioned in several
novels is “his ability to think like a criminal when necessary.”

As for Mike’s background, there 1s little to go on. According to Dresser
he came 1nto being in Tampico in 1938 and, in his words, “I don’t know
where or when he was born, what sort of childhood and upbringing he
had. It is my impression that he is not a college man, although he is well
educated, has a good vocabulary and is articulate on a variety of subjects.”
Mike’s forte 1s his ability to use perseverance, ordinary common sense and
guts. Moreover, there 1s more actual detection in the Mike Shayne cases
perhaps than in any other PI series. Mike is one detective who detects. He
doesn’t need any gadgets or gimmicks. He approaches each case logically

i e L—
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and systematically, follows the leads as they appear and when they
evaporate, tries another one. Anthony Boucher has, on several occasions,
praised Dresser for his ability to “play fair”” with the reader in providing
clues. Moreover, Barzun and Taylor note that even though the plots are
often complex, they are reasonably and even adroitly worked through.

Mike has a number of acquaintances, but few good friends. One of the
best 1s Timothy Rourke who manages to save Mike’'s skin on a number of
occasions. Rourke, a crime reporter on a Miami paper, is tall, lean,
disheveled and Mike’s drinking buddy. He follows Shayne around for a
scoop when the case is over. As for Mike’s relations with the cops, he counts
Will Gentry, the Miami Chief Of Police, as a friend and supporter. Peter
Painter, Miami Beach’s Chief of Detectives, 1s Mike’s rival and his enemy.
Painter comes out on the short end of every encounter. Sex, though always
present, 1s neither excessive nor intrusive. At times, Shayne, like a true
knight, appears almost virginal. In Boucher’s anthology Four and Twenty
Boodhounds, Dresser described Shayne as follows:

I think the most important characteristic in his spectacular success as a private
detective is his ability to drive straight forward to the heart of the matter without
deviating one 1ota for obstacles or confusing side issues. He has an absolutely
logical mind which refuses to be sidetracked. He acts, on impulse sometimes, or on
hunches; but always the impelling force 1s definite logic. It is this driving urgency
and lack of personal concern more than any other thing, I think, thatserves towind
up most of Mike’s most difficult cases so swiftly.

Few of Shayne’s cases last longer than one or two days. As Dresser says,
on all of Mike’s cases he gives the reader exactly the same facts and
information that Shayne has at any one time.

Among the cases themselves, the most interesting due to locale and
incidental characters are Murder Wears A Mummer’s Mask (1943) set in the
old ghost town of Central City, Colorado. After the death of Phyllis, Mike
moved to New Orleans which figures prominently in Michael Shayne’s
Long Chance (1944). Count Backwards To Zero (1971) takes place partly
aboard the ocean liner Queen Elizabeth II and partly in Bermuda. Caught
Dead (1972) takes place in Venezula, Fourth Down To Death (1970) is set in
the world of big-time pro-football and Million Dollar Handle (1976) in the
world of dog-track racing. In She Woke To Darkness (1954), Halliday
himself is a character in the novel and the events take place in New York
where Brett is attending the MWA Edgar Awards convention. The Violent
World of Michael Shayne (1965) is set in Washington, D.C. and involves
bribery and political corruption. A Taste For Violence (1949) is set in the
fictional Kentucky mining town of Centerville.

Dresser was a prolific writer. In addition to the Shayne novels, he
wrote a number of straight tales as well as a series of romantic love stories
under the pseudonym of Kathryn Culver. He also wrote westerns under the
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names of Asa Baker and Hal Debrett. Halliday published an unusually
good, frequently anthologized, series of crime stories involving
construction crews at work on the Texas-Mexican border that Ellery
Queen called Dresser’s “‘engineering stories.” These are now collectors’
items. Dresser also was owner of a publishing firm—Torquil & Company
and for a time he edited Mike Shayne’s Mystery Magazine. Dresser was one
of the founders of Mystery Writers Of America as well as a charter member
of the Western Writers of America and the Nauonal Writer's Club. He
made his home in Montecito, California. Unfortunately, there will be no
more Mike Shayne cases written by his original creator. Davis Dresser died
in Montecito on the 4th of February in 1977. Other admiring authors have
kept Mike alive and use the magazine named in his honor to publish
additional stories about his exploits. No greater tribute can a good knight
have.

The X-Rated Knight: Pete Chambers—Henry Kane

According to the dust jacket of Henry Kane's first Richard Peter
Chambers novel, Pete 1s a bombshell “who lives like a sybarite but is tough
as an agent's smile; who can drink like a camel, but hold his liquor like a
revenue snooper; who 1s equally at ease in the dignified inner sanctum of
stately Curus Wilde, Inc. on Fifth Avenue and Matty Pineapple’s holy
house of horrors down in Greenwich Village.”

When Pete first got into the PI business he had a senior partner, Philip
Scoffol. Pete and Phil worked out of an office entitled Scoffol and
Chambers at 50 Rockefeller Plaza in Manhattan. Pete lives in a three-room
penthouse with terrace at Central Park South on 59th Street near Sixth
Avenue. Pete likes women—any and all kinds—and he likes Scotch and
water almost as well. Pete also has a very competent secretary, Miss
Miranda Foxworth, whois “built like an old-fashioned icebox but colder.”
She wears glasses, is bulgy and has marble-blue eyes but she 1s marvellously
competent. Pete often frequents Trennen's Dark Morning Tavern directly
across the street from his office. Pete is six feet two inches tall, one hundred
ninety-three pounds heavy and in his words, “I’'m a shamus, a private
richard, a caper—kid. A wise guy private eye. Talks hard with the tough
guys, purrs with the ladies. All the girls fall for him. You know, like what
you read about.”

Despite Pete’s love of the opposite sex he is, like all good knights, the
protector of fair young virginal maidens. When a young lady he has been
ardently wooing tells him she’s only eighteen, Pete hastily backs off:

“You ought to start dressing. It’s dark out.”

“What’s the matter with you?”

“Nothing.”

“What's the matter?” she said, bending over me touching my hair.
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“Most people love 1t.”

“Sure.”

“Cleopatra was Queen of Egypt at seventeen.”

“Sure.”

“What's wrong?”’

“Nothing.” I tapped my wrist watch. “People are coming.”

Pete tells it all in the first person and he is very handy with a quip. In
describing a dress one of the lovelies is wearing he observes:

Her dress was less dress than any dress I had ever seen. Pink. Pink and simple and
starting nowhere and ending nowhere but blending with the pink of her flesh and
showing all of her, and where it didn’t show, any imagination limping on one
mongoloid cylinder could imagine and without any imagination, that wouldn’t
matter either. In back it was no dress all the way to the base of the spine, a smooth
back, soft velvet over bones and in front 1t was more dress but not much more and
from there it clung like a drunk to his last drink come closing time.

Pete’s primary difference from other Pls is his sense of humor. Pete
plays with words, pulls double entendres and puts his verbal two cents in
where it always does the most good. Pete i1s also a nighttime person who
does most of his work alone. He does accept some help from Homicide in
the form of red-headed, freckle-faced Detective Lieutenant Kevin Cohen
who respects Pete’s reputation and integrity. Together they are an
indefatigable and unbeatable team. Cohen, incidentally, is also
featured as the cop character in Kane’s Inspector McGregor series.

Since the Pete Chambers novels span a period of twenty-five years
(1947-1972), there have been a number of changes in Kane’s narration,
plotting and style. The later Chambers are less hard-boiled, less
stylistically cute and clever and generally better written. Who Dies T here
(1969) and The Unholy Trio (1967), for example, are two of the best novels
in the series. Though most of Pete’s cases are definitely PG or R rated, in
1969, during the sexual revolution Pete went to an X rating with a series of
seven novels that had pornographic passages “inserted” to lend sexual
spice to the blood and gore. Most of these had the word “job” in the title,
eg. The Schack Job (1969), The Bomb Job (1970), The Glow Job (1971),
The Tail Job (1971), Come Kill With Me (1972), The Escort Job (1972) and
Kill For The Millions (1972). All these novels contain the irreverent, wise-
cracking, first-person punning that launched Pete’s career and made him
one of the most entertaining PIs of all.

Henry “Hank” Kane, according to the dust jacket of his first novel,
“was born in 1918 with a golden pen in his fist.”” Incredibly, the first novel
he ever wrote (4 Halo For Nobody in 1947) was accepted by the first
publisher he sent it to. Moreover, his first short story was snapped up by
Esquire who was so enthusiastic they immediately contracted for five
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more. Kane was born and educated in New York City and he practiced law
for a number of years before turning to writing. Besides the Pete Chambers,
Kane has written a number of straight thriller and suspense novels. He has
also written for television (the Peter Gunn series) and he has turned out
many short stories. In addition to the thirty-two Pete Chambers books—
twenty-eight novels and four collections of novelettes—Kane created
another private eye who was a former inspector in the NYC Police
Department named McGregor, an older, wiser, and more staid Pete
Chambers, who appears in three novels: The Midnight Man (1965),
Conceal and Disguise (1966), and Laughter In The Alehouse (1968). Kane
also tried his hand at creating a femate PI, Marla Trent. To our knowledge,
her only appearances were with Pete in Kisses Of Death (1962) and by
herself in The Private Eyeful (1959). Both McGregor and Trent were well
conceived and executed. Why Kane failed to extend their lives is another
mystery as yet unsolved.

The First Dark Knight: Toussaint Moore
Ed Lacy (Leonard S. Zinberg)

Toussaint Marcus Moore is a very black, 234 pound ex-World War I1
vet living in asmall'semi-tenement around 147th Street in a part of Harlem
known as Sugar Hill. Toussaint shares the old-fashioned raiload flat with
a “fireman named Ollie and a photographer called Roy.” “It’s a good
deal,” Toussaint says, “Splitting expenses three ways it costs each of us
about twenty-five dollars a month, which is only shightly more than vou
have to pay per week for a room with ‘kitchen privileges’ in most parts of
Harlem.” The front room he lives in doubles as his office and a sign in the
window says Prwate Investigator.

After his discharge from the Army in 1948, Toussaint wentto NYU on
the GI Bill while working part time as a guard in a department store. In
1950 Touie was called back into the service and when he got out in 1953 the
guard job was gone. Ted Bailey, head of a PI agency and one of Touie’s
friends, puts him to work helping on some of the agency’s cases. When
Touie decides to try it on his own, Sid Morris, one of Touie’s Army
drinking buddies, comes to his aid by referring clients and keeping Touie
afloat.

In Room To Swing (1957) the first of Ed Lacy’s two novels showing off
Toussaint’s skills, we find our dark knight working for one Kay Robbens, a
TV executive who hires him to shadow a rape suspect until they can
arrange his capture on a nationwide TV crime special: You Detective. In
doing the job Moore is framed for the murder of the rape suspect. The rest
of the novel follows Moore’s step-by-step movements as he tracks down the
killer. Although Toussaint has a fiancee named Sybil, after meeting
another young lady named Frances Davis, Touie gives Sybil the heave-ho.
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Toule’s indulgences consist of a red Jaguar, a pipe and London
Dock—a spicy, sweet-smelling tobacco. Touie uses his fists often and a gun
when necessary. Like so many blacks in a racist society, his greatest
frustrations come from having to keep his feelings hidden and his strength
under control. In his own words:

Ted, I'm sick of phonies. I want to be a mailman and mind my own business. Let
somebody else be waiting to collar a babe shoplifting because she hasn’t money to
buy the clothes she needs. Idon’t ever want to dun an old woman into paying up on
some goddamned sink on which she was screwed from the word go. Most of all I'm
sick of being around people busy stepping on each other’s backs, turning in their
own relatives for a job, murdering them to keep the job.... In short I'm sick to
death of playing in other people’s dirt.

Though well-crafted, suspenseful and good enough to win an MWA
award, Room To Swing is not as good as the second and last Lacy novel
about Moore, Moment Of Untruth (1964). When the novel opens,
Toussaint and Frances are married and Toussaint, now happy as a
postman, discovers that Frances is pregnant. Although Touie pretends
that he is happy about the news, secretly he is devastated: “‘Damn, just what
the world needed—one more kid. . .another colored kid!” The problem is
that on his income Touie realizes they will have trouble just paying the
rent when Fran stops working. Looking for a part time job, Touie calls the
Ted Bailey PI agency and finds that Ted has a PI job for him in Mexico. A
wealthy widow, one Grace Lupe-Varon wants a ‘“competent private
detective, but who must not look like a dick.” There is also the possibility
of landing a big, long-term security guard account for Mrs. Lupe-Varon if
she 1s happy with the agency’s work. Since Touie has a vacation coming
and the job will pay $2,000, he takes it.

On his arrival in Mexical City he discovers that Mrs. Grace Lupe-
Varon is much younger than he thought, that she is a herpetologist (i.e. a
snake expert) and that she wants Touie to find her husband’s murderer.
According to Grace her husband was murdered by someone who put a
bushmaster in his bed. Most startling of all, Grace claims that she knows
the killer. The killer, unfortunately, turns out to be a national hero—the
famous bullfighter El Indio A.K.A. Jose Cuzo. Grace’s husband Juan was
the only journalist who dared pan El Indio in print and hint that there was
something fishy in Cuzo’s technique of bull fighting.

Touie's job is to “prove” Cuzo was the killer. At the end of the story
Touie finds himself sympathetic with the murderer. The plot has a
number of surprising twists and turns that make the story exciting. Touie,
himself, is a credible and sympathetic PI who, though not a Superman, isa
tough and courageous human being willing to put his life on the line
when 1t becomes necessary.
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There are only two novels featuring Toussaint Moore, but his
personality and character are so well developed that he is a most
memorable creation. This is even more remarkable when we learn that Ed
Lacy—a pseudonym for Leonard S. Zinberg—was white. Zinberg was
married to a black woman for a number of years and had many black
friends. He wrote several other novels with black heroes. Lee Hayes, an ex-
prizefighter, is a black police detective who gets along well with whites and
is the hero of the novels Harlem Underground (1965) and In Black And
Whatey (1967).

In additon to Toussaint, Lacy created two more PlIs who each show
up inonly one novel. The Pl hero of The Best T hat Ever Did It (1955) s one
Barney Harris, a big tough rascal who weighs in at 248 pounds. At the
opposite extreme 1is the PI Hal Darling, a five-foot one-inch former
flyweight boxer and judo expert who 1s as fast with his mind as he is with
his fists and feet. Lacy is, perhaps, best known for his stories about the fight
game, and his Walk Hard, Talk Loud (1940) a straight, non-mystery novel
about boxing was not only well received by the critics but was adapted for
the stage. It had a long and successful Broadway run. Most of Lacy’s work
appeared as paperback originals and was generally unappreciated. Lacy, a
New York City native, won an Edgar for Room To Swing. He was a
correspondent for Yank magazine during World War IL There is little
doubt that he would be better known and more widely read had it not been
for his untumely death at 47 in 1968.

The Drinking Knight: Bill Crane—
Jonathan Latimer

Jonathan Laumer’s PI William “Bill” Crane drinks alcoholic
beverages in prodigious quantities. Although all the tough PIs drink—
many to excess—Crane swims in booze. Among the hard drinkers, he is the
hardest and the drunkest PI in the history of the genre. He, in fact, often
solves the crime while recoving from a hangover. Bill not only drinks
before breakfast, he drinks during breakfast, and he drinks after breakfast.
One thing that can be said about Crane is that he plays no favorites—if it’s
alcoholic he likes it—beer, bourbon, scotch, wine, vodka, martinis,
barcardis, rye, alcohol and water—and, by accident, in The Lady In The
Morgue, embalming fluid. Unlike most boozers, Bill thinks when he
drinks and he uses reason and logic to solve the cases rather than brawn and
bullets.

Crane works for a New York agency headed up by one Colonel Black
who is a pretty slick sleuth himself, although he only appears in a very
minor background role. Crane, the second in command in the agency,
seldom works alone. Most of the time he is aided by a good-looking
younger PI named Doc Williams or an older gray-eyed Irishman named
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Thomas O’Malley. The combination is unbeatable with Crane furnishing
the brains and Williams and O’Malley the muscle.

Crane was, at the time of his debut, a different sort of detective. Not
only is he smart and tough but he isalso a master of repartee and the ad lib.
As a wise-cracking wizard and deft dropper of the double-entendre Bill
quickly endeared himself to readers. As Art Scott says:

Jonathan Latimer’s Bill Crane series represents the very best of the ‘screwball
comedy’ school of 1930s mystery fiction. Dashiell Hammett’s The Thin Man (also
published in 1934) is considered the archetype of the school, but Latimer’s Crane
mysteries, particularly The Lady In The Morgue, may well be considered the
apothesis.

Crane shows up first in Latimer’s 1934 novel Murder In The
Madhouse in which he is committed to a mental institution. After three
murders have been committed, the reader learns that Crane is a private
detective who has been planted to find out what is going on.

The second Crane novel, Headed For A Hearse (1935), not only has
Crane up to his usual antics drinking and wisecracking but it also is a first-
rate “locked-room” classic. Robert Westland, a very wealthy man, is
convicted of murdering his estranged wife (in a seemingly air-tight case)
and is awaiting his execution on death row. Westland is resigned to his fate
although he knows he 1s innocent. Six days before his execution he changes
his mind and decides he wants to live. After Westland bribes the warden to
let him talk to his lawyer, the lawyer brings in Crane and Williams to help
out.

We are never given much information about either Crane'’s or
Williams’ appearance. In Hearse we are told:

He (Crane) was a tanned youthful man and he wore a brown tweed suit like
Bolston's but his was lighter and looked as though he had slept in it. Williams was
a dapper man with bright black eyes and a black moustache. ... There was a dead
white streak in his hair, over his right temple.

Later in the book Williams is described “with pouchesunder his eyes’” and
as looking “‘distinguished”. Crane’s libido, however, is healthy, and he
never misses an opportunity to exercise it. Most of the time he has little
opportunity and is left at the post wistfully wishing. Here for example:

Finklestein was watching Woodbury and Miss Brentino. Arm in arm, heads close
in conversation, they were descending the steps. “Seem pretty intimate, don’t
they?”’ the attorney said.

Crane watched the sweeping curve of the woman'’s half presented profile, her
narrow hips, her slender legs below the Persian lamb coat.

“I wouldn't mind being intimate with her myself,” he said.
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Crane never misses an opportunity to show off his wit. When one of the
characters tells Crane:

“Don’t think I'm doing this for you, because I'm not. I don’t like you.”
Crane said, “Kraft-Ebbing will never have to write a case history of my passion for
you either.”

And, a litle later when one of the minor female characters remarks:

“I'm always thinking of the money first,” Miss Hogan confessed.
“Like a mercenary soldier,” Finklestein observed.
Crane said, “She belongs to an older profession than that.”

One particularly interesting feature of Hearse is that the original
edition contained a number of incisive comments on crime, the economy,
the state of the nauon, etc. When the book was reissued in paper in 1957 as
one of the Dell Great Mystery Library offerings, all the social comments
were deleted. Christopher Morley called the book better than The Thin
Man. We agree.

The third Crane story The Lady In The Morgue (1936) is Latimer’s
masterpiece. Itis as funny and bizarre as a Marx Brothers comedy and itisa
cleverly contrived mystery at the same ume. Crane is at his sparkling best.
Trapped by the cops in a room where a young woman has just killed
herself, Crane 1s forced to beat a hasty reweat through the only window,
cling to a ledge and break 1nto the adjoining room where a drunk and his
naked wife are asleep. Crane dumps the drunk in the bath tub, ties up the
wife and then jumps in bed with her o fool the cops.

Ten minutes later the police had gone and he had finished the whiskey. He felt a
great deal better and not so sleepy and he climbed out of bed and put on his athletic
top and his shirt. The woman'’s eyes, watching, brooded sudden death. He went to
the bathroom, lifted the hairy man out of the tub and carried him back to the bed.
He said to the woman, “I bet you could sell him to the zoo.” He straightened his

hair with his fingers, looked regretfully at the bottle on the stand, bowed gallantly
to the woman. “'I hope to see less of you sometime, madam.”

The plot revolves around the identity of a young blonde found dead from
having supposedly hanged herself in a cheap Chicago hotel room. To
complicate things there is also a young heiress who is missing. After the
body of the dead blonde is transferred to the police morgue, someone kills
the morgue attendent and steals the body. Following some wild sequences
involving professional hoods, a few shootings, ariot in a taxi-dance hall, a
midnight grave-robbing expedition and a struggle with the killer in a
room full of corpses—Crane comes up with the solution to all the
problems.
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In The Dead Don’t Care (1938) Crane and O’Malley wind up in Miami
and Key Largo assigned to protect a wealthy young man, Penn Essex. Essex
has been receiving a number of mysterious messages signed ‘““The Eye”’ that
threaten his life unless he antes up $50,000 in unmarked bills. This is a
little difficult since Penn hasn’t yet received his inheritance and he’s kept
on an allowance of two thousand a month. Besides, he has run up
gambling debts to the tune of $25,000 with a local gambler. Crane, who is
described as belonging to the “‘pleasure school of crime detection’ says that
he never found that a little pleasure ever hindered him in his work. His best
ideas come, he says, when he is relaxed. It is hard, however, to make the
client see this. Clients are often stupid, that’s why they have to hire
detectives. Crane soon finds himself with a kidnapping on his hands—the
snatching of Camelia Essex, Penn’s sister—as well as the murder of one of
the Essex’s house guests. Again, Crane uses his wits to unravel the murder
and recover the kidnap victim. In the process he is his usual witty self:

“It looks like snake country up there.”

“My god! It does and I haven't any whiskey.”

“Hell,” O'Malley grinned at Crane, “Whiskey doesn’t help you with snakes.”
“It does before they bite you,™ said Crane.

And:

The thought of the Bugatti's swerve made Crane’s stomach turn over. “How fast
were we going?” he asked.

“A hundred and five,” said O’Malley

“That fast?”” Crane found he couldn’t swallow. “I need a drink.”

“There’s some port in the dashboard compartment,” said Essex.

“I'm afraid it’s California port, though.”

“Any port in a storm,” said Crane.

The last Crane novel, Red Gardenias (1939) has Crane hooked up with
Ann Fortune, Colonel Black’s daughter. To solve the case of a death threat
made against the family of an industrial magnate, Crane and Ann pose as
husband and wife. By the novel's end Crane and Ann are, in reality,
engaged.

The film versions of Hearse (The Westland Case, Universal, 1937),
Lady In The Morgue (same title, Universal, 1938) and The Dead Don’t
Care (The Last Warning, Universal, 1938) were cinematic successes and
starred Preston Foster as Crane. The transitions were fairly directalthough
the studio did change the setting of the last novel from Florida to
California.

Born in Chicago in 1906, Latimer was educated in Arizona and at
Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois. He served in the US Navy during
World War II and learned the writing trade as a journalist on the Chicago
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Herald-Examiner and later on the Tribune. In the late thirties he moved to
California and became a screenwriter, writing the screenplay for
Hammett's The Glass Key (1942), Kenneth Fearing’s The Big Clock (1948)
and Cornell Woolrich’s The Night Has A T housand Eyes (1948) as well as
twenty others between 1939 and 1958. Latimer was also the writer for the
Perry Mason TV series from 1960 to 1965 when the series concluded.
Besides the Crane novels, Latimer also published The Search For My Great
Uncle’s Head (1937) under the pseudonym Peter Coffin. Perhaps Latimer’s
best novel, Solomon’s Vineyard, was first published in 1941 in England.
An abridged version was published here in paperback as The Fifth Grave
(1950). The original text with the original utle was finally published in
1982 in a signed, limited edition. Laumer’s last novel, Black Is The
Fashion For Dying, appeared in 1959. Laumer died on June 23, 1983 in his
home at La Jolla at age 76 of lung cancer.

The Compassionate Knight: Jim Bennett—
Robert Lee Martin

James Tobias Bennett likes double martints, extra-dry and Miss
Sandra Hollis, “a wll, rangy girl with close-cropped bronze hair and
freckles,” his secretary and bride-to-be. Jim also likes beer and bourbon
and, on special occasions, a Gibtini—both an olive and an onton. Jim is in
charge of the Cleveland, Ohto branch of the American-International, Inc.,
a private investigative agency. Like most other good Pls, Jim has a friend
on the police force, Lieutenant Dennis Rockingham who refers to Jim as
“the best in the business.” Jim is a little better educated than most
PIs. He has a Bachelor’s and a law degree from Ohio State. Jim also has two
very good assistants—Alec Hammond and Red Drake. For transportation
they drive two late model Fords and a Mercury; all three are agency
property.

Jim is one of the most “‘middle class” Pls in this book. He plays poker,
swims, golfs, hunts and fishes and, like all good knights errants, saves old
ladies, young maidens and friends from evil, bad men, killers and harm.
All 11 Bennett novels are head and shoulders above the average, run-of-the-
mill who-did-it. Martin can write and he knows how to hook the reader’s
interest. The characters, both major and minor, are interesting human
beings with understandable drives and values. Bennett is world-weary,
sophisticated and tough enough to do whatever is necessary to halt the
heavy or crack the case but he is not so hard or insensitive that he fails to
sympathize with the fallible creatures he hands over to the cops. The reader
identifies with Jim Bennett and suffers with him as he endures his head-
bashings and hangovers. Jim carries a Smith and Wesson .38 special which
he uses only on rare occasions. Although one is reminded of Chandlerand
Marlowe, Bennett is physically bigger and tougher than Marlowe and also
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much higher up on both the social and the income scales. There is,
nevertheless, the same brooding sense of melancholy and pity for the
foibles of human beings.

Nearly all of Bennett’s cases begin with Jim coming to the aid of a
friend, usually on a social basis at first and then as the plot complicates,
professionally. In Sleep My Love (1953) one of Jim’s high school friends
comes home to find his second wife with a knife buried in her chest. When
the friend 1s accused Jim defends him and finds the true murderer. Shortly
thereafter Jim is asked to help another friend beat another murder rap. In
To Have And To Kill (1960) Jim and Sandy are invited to spend several
days with the soda-pop king, Max Daney. Daney is one of Jim’s Ohio State
buddies. Max 1s getting married and wants Jim to be his best man. On the
night before the wedding, however, the bride-to-be winds up dead on the
beach clad only in a terry-cloth robe. Jim hangs on until the case is solved.
In Bargain For Death (1964) Jim comes to the aid of another old OSU
friend, Walter Larkin, head of personnel ata large manufacturing plant in
southern Ohio. Larkin wants Jim to help him stop the theft of expensive
tools and to uncover the sources of some insurance fraud. Jim clears these
assignments up in short order but then finds himself involved in some
bitter labor negotiations as part of the management team facing a brutal,
power-hungry union boss. Bennett is up to the challenge and when this
tyrant tries to bully the management team, Jim puts him in his place in the
following scene:

“Stand up.”

“Make me.” He was grinning. He loved this.

I pushed back my chair, walked around the table to Fallon and slapped his face
with an open palm.

He came out of his chair, fists swinging. Suddenly everyone was shouting, but
I paid no autention. Several blows jolted me. I tasted blood on my lips, saw Fallon’s
grinning, happy face. I staggered back against the wall, came back at him, hating
him, slammed his chin with a fist. He went down, but scrambled up, rushed at me.
He knew how to fight, but the rage was on my side. He was wide open and I hit him
again, easily. He hit the opposite wall, rolled there, his head down, blood dripping
from his nose down over his mouth. Hands plucked at me, holding me back. Voices
shouted at me as I jerked loose and hit Fallon again. He sank to the floor, head
against the baseboard, arms and legs spread limply. He was still. I heard Walter
Larkin say, “Jim, for God’s sake....”

Frank Liggett and the commitiee members swarmed around me, pulled me
away from Fallon, my enemy. My mortal enemy. Rage had always been my
problem. Fred Simon’s calm voice brought me back to sanity.

After Jim is shot at and becomes romantically involved with a beautiful

blonde secretary, he helps bring a threatened strike to an end and he also

uncovers a management spy who has been selling out the company.
Another of the Bennetts has an industrial setting. In Killer Among Us
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(1958), Bennett is asked to investigate some industrial sabotage at the
Buckeye Abrasives Company. Several of their grinding wheels, sold to the
Portage Foundry, have shattered in use causing one employee’s death and
serious injury to a number of other workers. Sabotage is the only possible
explanation. Jim takes the job and after a number of harrowing escapes
from death, uncovers the motive for the actions and the saboteur.

In She, Me, and Murder (1962) Jim and Sandy befriend a young
actress, Tracy Kent, in a nightclub. Then they discover that Tracy is the
mistress of an aging movie tycoon, Harold McPherson. McPherson
suspects Tracy of two-timing him and he asks Jim to doa routine check on
her. Bennett quickly confirms Harold's suspicions. Tracy has been having
an affair with a popular actor, Peter Ordway. A few days later Ordway is
killed and McPherson is the prime suspect. Itis up to Jim to clear Harold
and come up with the real killer.

In A Coffin For Two (1962), one of the best, Bennett and an old
journalist friend, Jake Camp, decide on a Sunday outing in Beech Forks, a
Cleveland suburb. Camp needs to check on some burial markers in an old
cemetery. Camp 1s something of an historian and has discovered a hidden
burial vault holding the remains of some of Ohio’s earliest settlers. While
taking pictures Jim and Jake are interrupted by a lovely young crippled
girl who is a descendant of the people buried in the vault. The girl is in
pain and Jim rushes to heraid. After befriending her, Jim learns there are a
number of unpleasant people who resent his and Jake’s interest in the old
burial ground. When an attractuve woman hires Bennett to look for her
missing banker husband, the various threads come together. The missing
husband turns out to be missing [rom a board meeting of the Beech Forks
Cemetery Association. Later Jim finds the missing husband, drunk, in the
Beech Forks Hotel and he takes him home to his wife. The next morning
the husband is missing again. When Bennett finds him the second time, it’s
at the scene of a head-on car collision. The husband is dead. From the
evidence available it may not have been an accident after all.

One of the toughest and most melodramatic of all the Bennetts is 4
Key To The Morgue (1959), in which the corpses multiply as rapidly as in
Red Harvest. This tale is quite different from the usual conservative
Bennett case and Anthony Boucher, a great admirer of Bennett, was moved
to say, ‘“The events and actions would look better on Mike Hammer than
on Bennett.” Even the reviewer James Sandoe of the New York Herald
Tribune, who routinely panned Martin’s work, was lavish in his praise of
this one.

The Widow and The Web (1954) is another Bennett set in a large
industrial plant. In this story Jim comes perilously close to becoming
entrapped in a torrid love affair with someone other than Sandy. Boucher
says this story “places him very close to Bart Spicer among the humanizers
of the hard-boiled private eye story.” In another review Boucher opined, ““I
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know few writers who can infuse into fictional murder so deep a sense of
human sadness and pity as Robert Martin.. ..” Boucher was only one of
many critics who commented on Bennett’s interest in people, his humanity
and his decency.

Like Bennett, Robert Lee Martin was a quiet and conservative person
with a warm sense of compassion for others. Martin was born in Chula,
Virginia in 1908. When he was still a child, the family moved to Tiffin,
Ohio, a small town about fifty miles southwest of Sandusky. After
graduating from Tiffin’s Columbian High School in 1927 he worked as a
bank teller from 1928 to 1934. From 1934 to 1936 he worked as a stock clerk
for the Sterling Grinding Wheel Company. This experience furnished the
background for several of the Bennetts—A Killer Among Us in particular.
From 1936 to 1941 he managed the stock department and moved into
personnel work in 1941. He was promoted to assistant personnel manager
in 1945 and personnel manager in 1950. The personnel background and
experience 1s also obvious in the last Bennett, Bargain For Death in 1964.
Martin, who spent most of his career with the Sterling Company, was one
of Tiffin’s leading citizens; he was active in the Community Chest, the Red
Cross and Tiffin’s Chamber of Commerce. Besides being a member of
MWA, Martin served as an officer in the Seneca County Personnel
Managers Association from 1950 to 1958. Martin wrote seven novels under
the pseudonym of Lee Roberts and several other non-Bennet novels under
his real name: Just A Corpse At Twilight (1955) and Judas Journey (1956)
were two of the best.

Throughout his career Martin considered his writing only an
avocation. Nevertheless his novels have been reprinted in nine countries,
distributed to newspapers by four syndicates and serialized in magazines.
Two of the novels were Detective Book Club selections and a number were
adapted for television. Martin died at age 68 in 1976.

The Peripatetic Knight: Chester Drum—
Stephen Marlowe (Milton Lesser)

Chester Drum is the head of the Drum Agency located on the seventh
floor of the Farrell Building on F Street in downtown Washington, D.C..
Drum works out of his Washington office—way out. In fact, of the twenty
novels featuring Chester, he is kept stateside in only a few. And even in
these few Drum is moving back and forth between the USA, Canada,
Mexico, Rio and all points elsewhere. Drum is the most peripatetic dick in
all of PI-dom. Nearly every Marlowe novel is a travelogue as well as a
mystery story. Most of the nations Drum visits are clearly identified but in
some the country is, for some reason, thinly disguised. In Murder Is My
Dish (1957), for example, the Latin country is called the Parana Republic.
Trouble Is My Name (1957) is set in East and West Germany. Violence Is



110 One Hundred And One Knights

My Business (1958), set mostly in the Washington and Virginia area, sends
Drum into Canada and the Laurentians for the climax. Homicide Is My
Game (1959) takes our hero to Rio and Brazil. Danger Is My Line (1960) has
a nordic heroine and sends Chester to Iceland and Sweden. Death Is My
Comrade (1960) starts in D.C. but winds up in Russia and Finland. PerilIs
My Pay (1960) takes Chester to Rome and the Olympics, and Jeopardy Is
My Job (1962) has Drum investigating kidnapping and murder among the
expatriates on Spain's Costa del Sol.

Of course in the Drum Beat series two of the titles alone betray the
setting: Drum Beat—Berlin (1964) and Drum Beat—Madrid (1966). In
Drum Beat—Donrunique (1965) Drum prowls the back alleys of Paris and
i Drum Beat—Marianne (1968) he is wandering the back roads of
Yugostavia.

Chester Drum is a 190-pound, crew-cut ex-FBI operative with
extensive government connections. Drum will take most any sort of case
except divorce work. He hangs out in Hamling's Bar and Grill—a small
place on 16th Street a few blocks north of the White House and Lafayeute
Park. Hamling's 1s close to his office on F Street. Though tough, Chetalso
has his tender side. As his friend Jack Morley once testified: “Drum’s the
only private eve I've ever known who I'd let babysit with my kid.”
Although Chet does have an apartment, mostly he lives out of a B-Four
bag. Like other Pls he keeps a bottle of Jack Daniels in his desk drawerand
for defense and offense he carries a Magnum .357 in a shoulder rig. Every
chamber is loaded except the one under the hammer. His friend, Morley,
works in the State Department and comes in handy quite often—especially
when Chet has trouble with foreign nauonals.

Like all roubleshooters Chet is in for at least one or two headbashings
and other assorted wounds in every novel. Though not quite as bloody as
Hammer or Race Williams, he spills enough to stock a few blood banks.
Marlowe also mixes intrigue and mystery with a dash or two of sex into a
very readable product. The plots and the exotic settings give nearly every
novel a James Bond-like taste. Though some critics have placed Drum in
the Hammer tradition, Marlowe has given Chet more sophisticauon and
intellect. The Drum novels—especially the Drum Beats—flesh out the
characters with skill and finesse.

One of the nice things in the series is the collaboration that took place
between Marlowe and Richard Prather in the late fifties when the two
writers decided to collaborate and bring Chester Drum and Shell Scott
together on a case. Theresult was called DoubleIn Trouble (1959). Drum'’s
opening comments in the story are:

I'm a private eve, operating out of Washington and points east, and I will pack a
suitcase at the drop of a hat or a client’s retainer or a blonde’s smile. I've chased
international gangsters across the sunny piazzas of Rome through the Iron Curtain
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to Berlin, tangled with Moslem fanatics—and belly dancers—in Arabia and
professional assassins in India, battled revolutionists south of the border and
gunmen on skis in Canada’s mountains.

But I never knew what trouble was really like until I crossed the path of that
West Coast shamus who calls himself Shell Scott.

Scott and Drum oppose each other at first but then collaborate while
investigating the National Brotherhood of Truckers as the action
alternates from Washington to Los Angeles. When the two wind up
slugging it out with each other the chapter heading is: Two Private Eyes
Out Of Focus. The fight 1s, as you would surmise, a stand-off.

Drum'’s creator is Stephen Marlowe, a pseudonym used by Milton
Lesser, a native New Yorker. Lesser, born in 1928, was educated at William
and Mary graduating with a BA in 1949. He served in the US Army from
1952 to 1954 and since the end of World War II has worked as a free-lance
writer and teacher. He has been a writer-in-residence at William and Mary
for many years. Since 1950 he has written over fifty novels—a number
under his own name and the others under the pseudonyms Andrew Frazer,
Jason Ridgway and C.H. Thames. Before turning to the mystery field
Lesser wrote science-fiction very successfully. Although the Drum series
ended in 1968, Lesser has continued to turn out suspense and straight
novels. Among his better non-Drum novels published under the Stephen
Marlowe name are, The Search For Bruno Heidler (1966), The Summit
(1970), and Come Over, Red Rover (1968).

The Rugged Knight: Max Thursday—
Wade Miller (Robert Wade and Bill Miller)
In writing about Wade Miller (Robert Wade and Bill Miller) in John
M. Reilly's Twentieth Century Crime And Mystery Writers Edward D.
Hoch comments:

In an era when the private-eye novels of Hammett, Chandler, and Macdonald are
the subject of serious literary discussion it’s odd that virtually no attention is given
to the early works of Wade Miller. Certainly Miller’s private eye, Max Thursday is
not in the same class with Spade, Marlowe and Archer, but he is still someone worth
knowing and his six cases written during a five-year period (1947-1951) are still a
pleasure to read.

They are indeed. The six novels are: Guilty Bystander (1947), Fatal Step
(1948), Uneasy Street (1949), Calamity Fair (1950), Murder Charge (1950)
and Shoot To Kill (1951). Max is introduced in Guilty Bystander, the
writing team'’s second novel. Their first was a non-Thursday story called
Pop Goes the Queen (1947). Max is a World War II vet who tried to make a
living as a PI in San Diego but fell into the booze trap. Max’s drinking
drove his wife Georgia to a divorce and Max wound up as the house dick at
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the Bridgeway Hotel, a few blocks north of downtown San Diego. After
Max’s son Tommy is kidnapped, Georgia, now remarried, seeks Max’s
help. With the aid of Lt. Austin Clapp of the homicide bureau, Max
recovers Tommy but not before Georgia’s new husband is murdered. Max
gets his revenge on the killers in a violent and surprising ending.

In the second Thursday, Fatal Step, Max (no longer an alcohotic bum)
kills a gunman in an amusement park. In the third novel, Uneasy Street,
Max is called by an old lady who wants him to deliver a mysterious package
to one Count von Raschke in exchange for some unspecified property.
Before Max can get further details the old lady dies from a knife wound that
she had been hiding. Max starts to deliver the box but several characters try
to steal 1t, and they are knifed by parties unknown before they can getaway
with the theft. When Max opens the box he finds it contains $100,000 in
cash. Max seeks its rightful owner but before he can return it he becomes
involved with a voluptuous blonde and a gang of international smugglers.

In Calamaty Fair, the fourth Thursday, Max undoes a ruthless
blackmail ring that specializes in framing lonely and wealthy ladies. In
Murder Charge, the fifth and perhaps the best of the six novels, Max goes to
work for Clapp and the San Diego police force by posing as a New York
syndicate finger-man and then worming his way into one of San Diego’s
organized crime mobs. In the last novel, Shoot To Kill, Max—who is now a
highly respectable and successful PI with offices on the fourth floor of the
downtown Moulton Building—is the employer of four subordinate Pls.
Max now also has a steady girl friend, Merle Osborn. One day, without
warning, Max discovers that Merle has been seeing one Bliss Weaver
behind his back. When Weaver's estranged wife 1s murdered, Max frames
Bliss for the murder—even though he knows Bliss 1s innocent. When his
conscience starts working again Max goes after the real killer who, along
the way, also strangles Merle.

Plotung and characterization are exceltlent in all the tales, and Max 1s a
likeable hero who takes his share of the lumps and gets his share of the
breaks. At the outset Max 1s in his middle thirues sporting a gaunt, rugged
face with a hook nose that only a woman 1n love could call handsome. His
eyes are ‘‘sharp blue, eyebrows heavy, nose prominent and arched; his
mouth—half-smiling now—could turn cruel easily. Not a friendly face
unless he deliberately made itso.. . .” Max also hasa heavy beard requiring
frequent shaves. He drives an old gray Oldsmobile sedan and he smokes
Camels. Later in his career, he takes up cigars. His hair is dark with a few
short, grey hairs. When he is broke he drinks Old Cathedral which he calls
“Old Sherman-Williams”. When flush he drinks beuter stuff—usually
bourbon and soda. When he’s on a case Max often forgets to eat. He wears
tweed clothes and a snap-brim hat. Max lives in half of a white stucco
duplex in the Middletown section of San Diego, partway up the hill
between the harbor and Batboa Park.
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Max 1s less hard-boiled than he appears. After having killed four men,
Max is so contrite he sells his .45 automatic and turns in his permit to carry
a gun. His kindness and gentleness also show up 1n his dealing with
women, children and elderly people. Max is always on the side of the
underdog, protective of the mentally and physically crippled, sympathetic
with people down on their luck and when, in Shoot To Kill, heattempts to
frame his rival, he 1s so guilt-ridden he has to confess at the first
opportunity and then risk his life in atonement for his fall from grace.

Bob Wade and Bill Miller have been working together as a successful
writing team since their high school days at Woodrow Wilson Junior High
School in San Diego. Both served in the US Army Air Force during World
War II—Miller in the Pacific and Wade in the European Theater. Both
were Sergeants. After the war both married and sired children: Miller, one
daughter and one son; and Wade, two daughters and two sons. Besides
writing a number of successful mysteries, while at San Diego State College
Bob and Bill also edited The East San Diego Press—the largest weekly in
the area—for a time. Their collaborauon is one of the most successful in
the history of modern crime fiction. Together they have turned out thirty-
three novels, two screen plays, 200 radio scripts and countless novelettes
and short stories. They have also written under the pseudonyms of Dale
Wilmer and Whit Masterson. Wade has used the latter name since 1961 in
writing a number of novels alone. He has also written two novels, The
Stroke of Seven and Knave Of Eagles under his own name.

The Beat-Up Knight: Bart Challis—
William F. Nolan

William F. Nolan’s Bart Challis 1s a savvy, quick-fisted shamus
operating out of Los Angeles and the star of two crackling good yarns titled
Death Is For Losers (1968) and T he White Cad Cross-Up (1969) and a third
planned one, The Marble Orchard, that for some reason or other never saw
print.

Bart drives a Chevy Covair Sprint and is not above doing divorce
work—in fact, for Bart it is very profitable. Bart carries a .38 special in a
spring-chip holster and drinks Black Label scotch—on the job and off. He
refers to the downtown section of Greater Los Angeles below Spring where
his office is as “the armpit.” Bart listens at keyholes, rousts bums for
unpaid bills and runs down lost brats. Doing these things depresses him.
Occasionally, however, he does get an interesting assignment, a variation
on his normal “window work.”” Like the request he received from a fancy
jeweler named Gibney Eugene Raphael who asks Bart to track down his
wife’s missing white Cadillac sedan. It seems that his wife’s lover
“borrowed” it. But the wife claims that it was stolen and she wants the
insurance money so that she and lover-boy can run off. This situation, the
start of The White Cad Cross-Up, sets Bart off and running. Before he gets
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launched Las Vegas way where the Cad is stashed, Bart stops by his own
lover’s nest to nestle with his own lovely, Lyn Marshal. Lyn practices
Yogic sex, owns a .45 automatic and a bulletproof vest and loves to keep
Bart sexually satisfied.

As soon as Bart gets to Vegas he finds the Cad in the lover’s unlocked
garage. Lover-boy is a small nightclub owner named Arlinger. When a pro
hit-man tries to shoot Bart while he isstill at Arlinger’s garage, Bart shoots
first and straighter. He then realizes he has been set up by someone out to
get him. Checking the Cad’s registration, Bart discovers that the car is
registered to Arlinger. A few hour’s later in Bart’s motel room, Arlinger
confirms that Raphael lied and was trying to set both of them up. Bart now
goes to work for Arlinger and soon runs into another of Arlinger’s girl
friends who 1s promptly murdered. Following a trip to Mexico, Bart falls
into the clutches of an expert in pain, finds the body of the murderer of the
girl he was supposed to meet and winds up in the hands of the cops. After
his release Bart has it out with Raphael, goes flying with a World War I
airplane collector and gets beat up by Raphael’s hoods. In fact, in breaking
the case Bart is:

“Shot at by a triggerman, cracked in the neck by a fag, tortured by a pain-crazy
dame, slugged on the head by a suicide, and worked over by two hoods.”

The writing 1s superb. Nolan’s pace is fast, his touch is deft and the
dialogue i1s sparkling. For example, when Bart encounters a faggish and
pretentious art salesman the following exchange occurs:

“Note Mayerburg’s use of the small off-center dot,”” the salesman purred. “One’s
subconscious is held in thrall by the dot, representing womb desire.”

“What's that?” I asked.

“The impulse shared by us all to return to the womb which gave us birth,” he told
me, the smile still pasted on his face like a stamp on an envelope. “The dot impels
and beckons, irresistibly drawing us into its warm dark confines! We of Lamont’s
feel this is Mayerburg’s triumph, the totally-realized end-product of his heated
passion.”

“Could be,” 1 said.

He raised a quizzical eyebrow. “‘I take 1t that you are a collector?”’

“You can take it that I'm a detective, the totally-realized end-product of a wasted
boyhood. But I do peep a hot keyhole.”

Ray Russell says, “The Nolan style is bright, fast, compulsively
readable, often laced with sharp poetic images. . . (he) is a popular writer in
the best sense of the term, a precise craftsman who always manages to reveal
depth beneath the smooth commercial surface of his work.” The first novel
Death Is For Losers also got rave reviews and it 1s regrettable that Nolan
didn’t keep the Challis series alive. Of the first Challis, Art Goodwin said,
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“Sparse writing, quick scenes, clipped dialogue all contribute to a fast-
paced novel of suspense. . .Nolan’s detective is very much in the tradition
of hardboiled fictional private investigators that stretches in a line
extending from Dashiell Hammett through Raymond Chandler to Ross
Macdonald.” Alan Hubin in his NY Times book review said, “Don’t try to
solve the case beforehand. . .just enjoy Bart Challis clomping through a
California landscape decorated with recently deceased strippers and
gangsters on his way to a killer. I did.”

Nolan, besides being a first-rate PI novelist is also an authority on
Hammett and Chandler, an excellent editor, a literary critic, a biographer
and a science-fictioner. His Dashiell Hammett: A Casebook won an Edgar
in 1970 and his 1983 biography Dashiell Hammett: A Life On The Edge is
one of the best treatments of Hammett available. He is also the author of
The Black Mask Boys (1985). His work has been cited by the American
Library Association and his short stories have appeared in innumerable
“best’” anthologies of both science and mystery fiction. He is the author of
Logan’s Run (1967) that was purchased by MGM for a six-figure amount
and became a hit motion picture and a short-lived TV series. In 1976 the
Academy of Science Fiction and Fantasy gave him its annual award. In
commenting on Logan’s Run and Logan’s World (1977) the sequel, Nolan
makes the point that though they
are basically science-fiction books they also may be considered ‘future crime’
novels, since their ‘hero’ Logan 1s a policeman whose job it is to hunt down runners

who defy the laws of the future state. In my novels the police are known as
‘Sandmen.” Thus both Logan books fall into the SF/Crime—Suspense genre.

Also clearly within the genre is Nolan’s tour-de-force merger of
science-fiction, the PI novel, comedy and admiration for Hammett in his
Space For Hire (1971) with his classical hardboiled shamus: Sam Space. As
you can guess, Nolan says it was great fun to write. It is even more fun to
read and 1t is one of the wildest and funniest PI novels ever written.

Nolan is an admirer of Ray Bradbury and he has compiled and edited
the first serious critical study of Bradbury’s work. Bradbury also admires
Nolan and, in a collection of Nolan’s short stories, Impact-20 (1963),
Bradbury wrote:

When I think of Bill I think of a tall lean-to, thrown together rucksack of bones. He
was originally bonier and more wildly constructed, but while better years and good
eating have rounded him off, the main impression is still of a windmill that runs
swiftly even when becalmed. 1 would like to think that from time to time
throughout my life I could look up to the horizon and see that brave, fast, furious
and engaging windmill flourishing there.

In sum, God invented a pep-pill and dubbed it Nolan.

Nolan was also an intimate friend of the late great actor, Steve McQueen.
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Bill was his biographer and in 1984 published the excellent McQueen.
In recognition of Nolan’s many achievements, American River
College of Sacramento awarded him an honorary Doctorate of Literature.

The Tampa Knight: Ed Rivers—
Talmage Powell

Ed Rivers lives alone in a small apartment in a run-down
neighborhood on the edges of Ybor City, as the Laun Quarter in Tampa,
Florida is called. Ed, who is in his early fortes, has brown eyes and brown
straight hair thinning at the crown. He is six feet tall and weighs
approximately one hundred and ninety pounds. His face is heavy, bearish,
dark tanned and creased. ““Women either geta charge from the face or want
to run from it. Men fear it or trust it to the hilt.” Ed’s office in downtown
Tampa has a sign on the door which reads: Nationwide Detective Agency,
Southeastern Office, Agent In Charge: Ed Rivers. Ed carries a .38 plus a
knife in a sheath at the nape of his neck and he knows how to use both. Like
most competent Pls, Ed has a friend at Headquarters—L.ieutenant Steve
Ivey who helps whenever Ed needs a buddy in blue. Ed’s office is in two
parts—an outer office with a cracked leather couch and matching chairs
and an inner office that has a desk, a filing cabinet and a beat-up
Underwood typewriter. The building is old and gloomy and the stairs
creak under Ed’'s weight. Ed makes his own air-conditioning for his
apartment—he puts a 25 pound block of ice in a dishpan, the pan on the
table and an electric fan behind the pan pointed at the bed. Once upon a
time, seventeen years ago Ed was a cop in Jersey. Ed also had a girl butshe
took off with a hood that Ed was after. They raced a fast freight train to a
crossing and lost. After drinking and drifung for several years, Ed wound
up in Tampa working as a stevedore. Then Nationwide gave him a chance
and he took it. He’s been at the PI business ever since.

Ed’s first case after going to work as a Pl was The Killer Is Mine (1959)
and his second was The Gurl’'s Number Doesn’t Answer (1960). His third,
With A Madman Behind Me (1961) shows most clearly Ed’s knightly
qualities. Sitting in his room one evening, Ed looks out his window and
sees a fair young maiden in trouble in her apartment across the way.
Rushing to her rescue, Ed finds himself under a gun held by a madman.
The killer strangles the girl, bangs Ed on the head and dumps them both in
Tampa Bay. Ed swims out of it and tries to find out why the girl was killed.
After helping several other characters and breaking up a porno ring, Ed
brings the killer and wrong-doers to justice.

In the fourth of the series, Start Screaming Murder (1962), Ed is sapped
in an alley near his apartment. When he staggers into his pad he finds tiny
Tina La Flor—a midget singer—hiding in his room after coming in over
the transom. She was being chased by the sapper—Bucks Jordan—a heavy
who was after her body. Ed comes to her aid for seventy-five bucks a day

.
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plus expenses—Ed'’s going rate. Ed manages to catch Jordan at Tina’s
house, beat him up and warn him about letting Tina alone. Bucks agrees
and shortly afterwards Lt. Ivey shows up to tell Ed that Bucks is dead—
murdered by his own blackjack. Now Ed has to find the real murderer as
well as Tina who has mysteriously disappeared. In unravelling the knots,
Ed is locked in a car trunk, hit on the head umpteen times and “angrified”
something awful! And when Ed is mad he really plays rough. Witness:

I began to tremble with the effort to control myself. I started for the door. He moved
toward me.

“Did I say you could leave big man?”

Somebody should have told him better. He mistook the whiteness of my face. He
was too sure of himself and it gave me all the advantage.

When he reached for me, a grin on his face, I snapped his arm up, spun him,
grabbed a handful of that black hair and threw him flat on the floor.

He lay dazed, the wind knocked out of him.

“I ought to kick your teeth in,” I said. ..

In the fifth and last Rivers, Corpus Delectable (1964), Ed again comes
to the aid of a fair lady. During Tampa’s annual Gasparilla Festival a
young girl comes to Ed’s office for help butis murdered on the stairs. Since
Ed was with her when she died the hit man can’t be sure she didn’t tell Ed
everything. Checking on her background, Ed discovers she was the least
likely candidate for a hit in all of Florida. As Ed examines the case, he runs
into a nest of intrigue as well as some unpleasant relatives of a wealthy old
Venezulan lady who died a few days before the girl was murdered. When Ed
talks to the murdered girl’s best friend he begins to see a motive for the
murder. Soon after, the murderer returns and gets the drop on Ed. ButasEd
says:

At the base of my neck my fingers had inched down. They touched the flat
handle of the razor-sharp blade sheathed at my nape.

I didn’t want to do it. 1 was so scared my spit glands had dried up. I steeled
myself with a clinching argument: Rivers what have you got to lose?

As the knife slid free, I threw myself down and to one side. A man of experience,
he didn't let the move rattle him. He was prepared. He danced backward to give
himself room, to ensure himself from any flailing arms or legs. He thought he was
still in control and had plenty of time.

“Okay,” he said quietly. He was swinging the gun with deliberate care
intending to make his first shot the last one.

My arm was snapping forward the second my body hit the floor.

I didn't expect the throw to be perfect. I was depending on the instinctive
reaction of my screwed-tight nerves and muscles.

I needed luck. .

He didn't know the knif existed until it glinted at him in the gloom. His
startled cry mingled with the raw sound of the blade driving hungrily into flesh,
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blood, and bone high on his left shoulder.

Further probing by Ed turns up the fact that the girl was an heir to part
of the old lady’s fortune and that blackmail and a missing portfolio have
also entered the picture. After the killer is identified it then becomes a game
of who will get whom first. Following the murder of the girl's roommate,
Ed begins to uncover the motive: twenty million dollars. At the climax
what began as a murder mystery winds up as a love story.

The Rivers novels are uniformly well-plotted, well-written,
psychologically sound and entertaining from start to finish. Ed is a good
knight, one who 1s a real pleasure to know.

Ed’s creator, Talmage Powell, was born in 1930 in Hendersonville,
N.C. He was educated in the public schools of North Carolina, New York,
Tennessee, and California. He 1s married and has a son. Powell has been a
free-lance writer since 1942 and during his career he has published over five
hundred short stories and novelettes in the popular magazines. He has also
written extensively for TV and the movies including several screenplays for
Alfred Hitchcock. Powell is the editor of and contributor to one of the best
humor anthologies of all time: The Fireside Treasury of Modern Humor
(1963). Powell also published a number of mystery and suspense novels
under the pseudonym of Jack McCready. Although Powell 1s best known
for the five Ed Rivers, he has also published several other excellent mystery
novels including, The Girl Who Killed Things (1960), The Smasher (1959)
and A Homicide For Surfside in 1964. Powell 1s now living in semi-
retirement in Asheville, North Carolina.

The White-Haired Knight: Shell Scott—
Richard S. Prather

Me? I'm—Shell Scott. I'm a private eye. Most of you know me. You know I work out
of Los Angeles and my cases are usually in the LA-Hollywood menagerie, that I'm
six-two and two hundred and five pounds, with inch-long white hair sprouting,
cropped-wheat fashion over my head and upside-down white Vs I call eyebrows,
that I like bourbon-and-water and rare prime ribs, that I'm happy-go-luckie and
my favorite hangouts are women.

In case you are one of the rare mystery fans who has missed the Shell
Scott series you should know that Scott 1s a PI with a light touch and a
broad sense of humor. Shell refuses to take himself too seriously and this is
the primary reason why he has not been taken seriously by the critics. Shell
heads up the business known as Sheldon Scott, Investigations located on
the second floor of the Hamilton Building on Broadway, between Third
and Fourth streets in downtown Los Angeles. Scott deals in burglaries,
robberies, blackmail, murder, missing persons, assault, battery and you-
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name-it. According to Scott he’s “handled half the crimes listed in the
California Penal Code including 578 P.C. (Issuing fictitious warehouse
receipts) and 653 P.C. (Tattooing of a minor).

Scott is six feet two inches tall, has gray eyes and is an ex-Marine. He
has a scar over his right eye, a nose fractured several times and a little piece
gone from the tip of his left ear. He is always deeply tanned. He usually
dresses well and his favorite outfit is made up of a bright-blue blazer with
interesting silver-nugget buttons, a pale-pink silk shirt and pink socks to
match, sky-blue trousers (to match his robin’s-egg-blue Cadillac
convertible) and dandy white Italian shoes topped off by a bright tie with
red seahorses on them. He carries a .38 special in a clam-shell holster. He
ordinarily carries an empty chamber under the hammer “‘since I would
hate to accidentally shoot off a chunk of my lattissimus dorsi or something
even more desirable.’”” Scott also uses other weapons when necesary. In Gat
Heat (1967) he even uses a crossbow and a rocket gun. Scott likes women
and women like him—Ilots. Though all the novels are narrated in the first
person, the gentlemanly Scott is not one to kiss and tell. No Pete Chambers,
all Scott’s couplings are implied—never detailed: When Scott is not
warming up some broad he is usually cooling off some hood with his fists
or calming down an irate client with his wit. For example, in The Cheim
Manuscript (1969), when a wealthy old Hollywood tycooon makes some
uncomplimentary remarks to Shell his reply is:

Mr. Cheim, I do not ordinarily hit weak old men lying on their deathbeds, but you
will have a better chance of living to an even riper state of canterkerous senility if
you will kindly quit swearing at me.

Scott’s best friend in LA is Phil Sampson, a career Captain at LAPD'’s
Central Homicide. Hazel, the switchboard operator, 1s another buddy with
a bosom. One of the very amusing gimmicks that Prather inserts into the
cases 1s the tendency for the illiterate hoods and minor characters to
butcher the English language. For example:

cold-blooded premedicated murder

like a Sore of Damocles over his head

(he slept with his daughter and) committed nsects

(on taking a walk) I was taking a constipational

I feel an innocent citizen should corporate with the farces of law and order.
a sense of yumer

Scott also has a favorite lounging robe made of red silk with a flaming
dragon embroidered on its rear. As far as his sex life is concerned, Scott is
selective. Nearly all women find him attractive but the feelings are not
always mutual. In Gat Héat, for example, Scott remarks about one of his
admirers:
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Friends, in my years as a private investigator in Los Angeles, I have looked upon
death and destruction, blood and urp split brainboxes and disemboweled oxen. But
I have seldom looked upon anything less appetizing than Aggie fluttering her bald
lids at me.

Moreover, blood doesn’t just flow in Shell’s veins: ‘. . .blood does not
creep in my veins, but rather, I like to think, sings and sometimes yodels in
splendidly harmonious arteries. More, in my yodeling blood are several
pounds of iron filings, each ounce of which is magnetically attracted to
what I think of, fondly, as toothsome tomatoes. I have, in fact, a fondness
amounung virtually to dedicauon for lovely lasses with lissome curves and
eves like silk, with smiling lips and boastful cleavage, with fire in their
glances—and all that.”

Shell lives in the Spartan Apartment Hotel on North Rossmore in
Hollywood in Apartment 212 consisting of three rooms and bath complete
with two tropical fish tanks, guppies and catfish, and with an oil nude
painting, Amelia, on the wall of the living room. The carpet is yellow gold
with a low chocolate-brown divan, two leather hassocks and a ‘“‘much
scarred coffee and booze table.”” The bedroom carpet is black. While his
regular drink is bourbon and water he also is parual to martinis—very
dry—and he is a cigarette smoker. Whenever Shell is asked his age he
replies, “I'm thirty. In fact, I've been thirty for a hell of a time now.”
Moreover he gets tougher and more bullet-proof as he ages. If you like
gunplay and violent action you'll adore Scott. Shell manages to eliminate
anywhere from four to forty hoods per novel and manages to pick up two to
four pieces of lead in the process.

Among the more intriguing of the thirty-six Shell Scott cases are Dead
Man’s Walk (1965) set in the caribbean and involving voodoo; Dead-Bang
(1971) involving a nutty scientist with a combination health serum and
aphrodisiac, a radio evangelist and a group of beauty contestants planning
to strip nude on a live TV newscast; The Kubla Khan Caper (1966) set in a
posh hotel in the desert near Palm Springs; The Trojan Hearse (1964)
concerning an Elvis Presley-like national hero, psychiatry and the mafia;
Strip for Murder (1955) which is set in a nudist camp; Joker In The Deck
(1964) dealing with a truly amazing and unforgettable poker game; Gat
Heat (1967) centered around a few sex orgies staged by a group of wealthy
Californians; Dead Heat (1963) which delves into the stock market and
stock manipulauons; and, finally, one of Scott’s toughest and bloodiest
cases, Too Many Crooks (1953). Of unusual interest is Double In Trouble
(1959), menuoned earlier, in which Scott teams up with Chester Drum,
Stephen Marlowe’s Washington PL

Scott’s creator, Richard Scott Prather, was born in 1921 in Santa Ana,
California and attended Riverside Junior College in 1940 and 1941. When
war broke out he entered the U.S. Merchant Marine and worked as a
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fireman, oiler and engineer from 1941 to 1945. After the war Prather
married Tina Hager, got a civil service job and worked as a clerk at March
Air Force Base until 1949 when he quit and became a full-time writer. Since
the first Shell Scott, The Case of the Vanishing Beauty published in 1950,
Prather has written over forty novels that have sold over 40,000,000 copies
in the USA and over four hundred foreign editions in 15 other coutries.
Under the pseudonym of David Knight, Prather published Pattern For
Murder (1952), The Scrambled Yeggs (1956), and also published under his
real name, Dragnet-Case No. 561 (1956). Under the pseudonym Douglas
Ring he published T he Peddler (1952), also published under his real name
in a revised edition.

Prather created another PI—an ex-GI named Mark Logan who
worked out of L.os Angeles—and he shows up in only onenovel: Dagger Of
T he Flesh (1956). This novel is interesting since the plot involves hypnosis,
drugs and post-hypnotic suggestion. Prather is the editor of one of
mysterydom’s finest anthologies—a collection of humorous mystery shorts
entitled The Comfortable Coffin (1960). One of the funniest entries is a
Shell Scott short called “The Live Ones.”” Excerpt: “Both of them (blonde
cuties) were running about stark staring naked—they were stark and I was
staring.” The plot deals with attempts on the part of a local hood to have
Scott’s license lifted on a morals charge. Scott, of course, turns the tables on
the crook. This collection, as Prather argues in his introduction, 1s
“intended to make you feel good, jolly, even healthy.” Prather is a former
member of the MWA Board of Directors, resides in Fallbrook, California
where he plays golf, raises avocados and collects books and royalty checks
from the still in-print and ever-popular Shell Scott cases.

The Taciturn Knight: Carney Wilde—Bart Spicer

It is difficult to tell very much about Carney Wilde, a licensed
Pennsylvania PI, because he is one of the most tight-lipped PIs in history.
We know him only indirectly—through his actions, rather than from what
he says about himself. Bart Spicer’s Carney shows up first in the novel The
Dark Light (1949) which won Dodd Mead’s $1,000 Red Badge prize for the
best first mystery novel.

Though Carney is big and tough he is also sensitive and intelligent.
All seven of the Wilde novels, written in the first person, appeared between
1949 and 1959 and as Art Scott has noted “are among the very best private
eye novels of that or any other decade.” Carney, operating out of
Philadelphia, heads up the CARNEY WILDE, INC. agency consisting of
“two men on hand for assignment and four good retainers.”” Largely
because of Eli Jonas, owner of the Jonas Department Store—the largest
department store in Philadelphia—Carney is in good financial shape. A
large portion of the Agency’s income comes from Carney’s services as the
store’s Chief Security Officer. Eli is not only Carney’s sponsor but also a
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good friend who shows up in nearly all the Wilde stories. In the later
stories, Carney is more affluent and his agency occupies a three-room suite
in the Maritime National Building in downtown Philly.

Carney is tall—over six feet; heavy—over 240 pounds; strong—he
often lifts and holds aloft men of normal construction. When he drinks he
prefers straight rye whiskey, with a rye and soda chaser. He drives a
Plymouth and carries a .38 revolver in a clam-shell shoulder holster. His
fee is fifty a day plus expenses. In the third novel, The Golden Door (1951),
when asked what his father was like, Carney replies, “He wasadrunk ... .
He was a boss carpenter who stepped out of his line and tried to buck the
stock market. He got caught holding short and he shot himself.”” This is
about all we're ever told about Carney’s background and there's even less
about his present way of life and his likes and dislikes. Like most of his
fellow professionals, Carney lives in a small, sleazy, three-room apartment
that he describes as follows:

The soiled old corduroy couch with lumps at one end, the two bruised leather club
chairs, and between them the cut-down library table 1 used for magazines and
ashtrays—that was most of the sitting room. The other end had a weary dining
room set of flimsy table and six hard-seat chairs that were used only for infrequent
poker games. My bookcases were the unpainted variety and I had never got to the
point of doing anything about them. Most of my books were old and looked it, but
they were the ones I wanted. All that adds up to nothing much maybe, but it was my
place, and when the door swung shut behind me, I breathed a different air and
thought different, quicter thoughts.

Carney gets along well with the police and has a good friend on the
Philly force—Captain John Grodnik who goes to Carney for help, and in
turn helps Carney when he needs it. Carney’s young right hand man, Penn
Maxwell, is handsome, tough and impulsive. He is trustworthy and
reliable when muscle is needed. Penn is also the husband of Jane
Grodnick, the Captain’s daughter. Carney has had a number of girl friends
but he has never married because, as he says, “Hell, nobody in my racket
has any business with a wife anyway. Particularly not with a wife who
deserves a decent life.”

Among the seven Wilde novels three are excellent: The Long Green
(1952), The Taming of Carney Wilde (1954) and the prize winning The
Dark Light (1949). In Blues For the Prince (1950), another good one, Wilde
i1s involved with a group of jazz musicians which gives Spicer an
opportunity to display his knowledge of New Orleans jazz. Spicer has a
large collecuion of early jazz records—particularly the work of Jimmy
Noone and Sidney Bechet. In The Long Green, perhaps the best of all,
Carney is called to Tucson, where Eli Jonas 1s vacationing with his
granddaughter Bibi. Soon after Eli’s arrival Bibi is kidnapped and held for
the long green—a fifty thousand dollar reward. Jonas calls Carney to find
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Bibi and catch the kidnappers. The Taming Of Carney Wilde has Carney
on a hunt for a killer-thief aboard a Mississippi excursion steamer. Also
aboard are a beautiful young lady and Carney’s quarry in disguise. The
Golden Door (1951) is concerned with perfume smuggling, the illegal
entry of foreign nationals, a seven million dollar inheritance and a number
of murders. Black Sheep Run (1951) involves a number of underworld
characters and a series of betrayals. The last novel, Exit Running (1959), in
which Carney marries, retires and takes up another occupation, is the
weakest of the seven.

Carney’s creator, Bart Spicer, 1s a native Virginian who was born in
1918. In World War 11, he enlisted as a private and rose to the rank of
Captain after two years in the South Pacific. After the war he worked as a
journalist for the Scripps-Howard Syndicate. He worked as a radio news-
writer and then did public relations work for Universal Military Training
and the World Affairs Council before turning to novel writing on a full-
time basis. In the 50s Spicer also collaborated with his wife, Betty Coe
Spicer, to write four non-PI mystery novels under the pseudonym Jay
Barbette. Two of Spicer’s best non-PI novels are The Day of the Dead
(1955), set in Mexico, and The Burned Man (1966). Two other dramatic
novels, Act Of Anger published 1n 1962 and The Adversary published in
1974, are well worth the reader’s time. As Art Scott has pointed out: ““The
Wilde books are beautifully crafted: Spicer’s plotting is coherent, with
credible twists and surprises; his style strikes a satisfying balance between
the telegraphicand the over-ripe; he writes convincing dialogue and makes
imaginative use of the ‘hard-boiled’ simile. Wilde himself is an admirable,
believable hero, not the formulaized caricature that can be found in too
many tough-guy series of the period.”

The Fat Knight: Nero Wolfe and His Squire,
Archie Goodwin—Rex Stout

Rex Todhunter Stout’s adventures of Nero Wolfe and his assistant
Archie Goodwin span a period of forty-one years: from Fer-de-Lance (1934)
to A Famaly Affair (1975). During this time neither knight ever ages. Nor
did any other character in the forty-two books chronicling their activities.
It was Stout’s intention that his creatures would not change and he was
determined to build a plausible, yet detached and romantic world that
would avoid what he perceived to be an error on the part of other mystery
writers. Their error, Stout believed, was allowing too much of the real
world to intrude upon their imaginary one. Stout’s advantage lies in the
fact that none of the Wolfe novels are dated. They remain as fresh today as
the day they were written. The powers of Nero, Archie, Fritz and Cramer
and the rest have not diminished.

Stout, more perhaps than any other writer in this book, did his best to
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amuse and entertain his readers. He wanted his books to provide
entertainment and at least as much pleasure in thereading ashe had had in
the writing. He once said, “If I'm not having fun writing a book no one’s
going to have fun reading it.”" Consistent with this view is Stout’s
passionate concern with the personality and character of his two heroes,
Nero and Archie. No two detectives in the annals of American fiction are
better known and none, perhaps, are more admired. In the August 1966
issue of PS magazine Wolfe was called “one of the most convincing, and
certainly the most loveable [of] fictional detectives since Sherlock

Holmes.” Jon Tuska in his The Detective In Hollywood reports quite
frankly:

If what I have to say in the following pages seems to reveal an unconcealed
preference for Rex Stout’s Nero Wolfe mystertes, I might as well admit that I have
enjoved his books more than those of any other of detective stories. [ have enjoyed
Hammet and Chandler, but I have enjoyed Stout more. I admire Erle Stanley
Gardner, as will become apparent when I write of him, as one of the best plot artists
and the finest champion of justice the detective story has known. I am charmed
uncommonly by the Miss Marple mysteries of Agatha Christie and the Dr.
Thorndyke adventures by R. Austin Freeman. But I am addicted to Rex Stout.

This admiration is mirrored by Otto Penzler who in The Private Lives of
Private Eyes says:

Sherlock Holmes was not the first detective, but he was the first character to become
more real than the flesh-and-blood personages of his time. The only other detective
in literature about whom this s true is Nero Wolfe. A few other detectives may be
greater in that they have solved more complex cases, and a few may even be more
famous i distant regions of the world, and a few may sell more books, but none has
achieved an emotional rapport with readers to equal that of Rex Stout’s fat man.

What 1s the source of such admiration? If there 1s any secret to Stout’s
success 1t lies in the fact that he never fails to entertain his readers. No other
writer provides us with more humorous commmentary on civilized living.
And no other private investigator is more complex, colorful and
convincing. Wolfe is a “‘character” in every sense of the word. He is not
only intellectually entrancing but he is physically impressive. He is, in a
word, FAT! He prefers “portly.” In Archie Goodwin’s words, Wolfe
weighs somewhere “between 250 and a ton” and he was once said to weigh
“a sixth of a ton.” In later volumes Archie has settled on “a seventh of a
ton”” which is somewhere between 286 and 320 pounds—depending on
whether you are referring to a short ton (2000 pounds) or a long ton (2240
pounds). According to Wolfe his justification for staying fat is “to insulate
my feelings’ but a more obvious reason is his fondness for the finest foods
and his unquenchable thirst for beer—a minimum of five quarts per day.
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From the novels we learn that Wollfe is five feet eleven and—even
though corpulent—is well proportioned. He has been called
“handsome” —at least once. His hair is brown, with a dash of gray at the
temples, neatly trimmed and carefully brushed. Wolfe is immaculately
clean and neatly dressed. His suits are conservatively dark and he always
wears a vest in which he carries a large platinum pocket watch. To always
appear fresh, he wears two yellow shirts every day. He is never without a tie
and when, on rare occasions, he leaves the brownstone house on West
thirty-fifth street he wears a brown or gray overcoat with a big fur collar
and a black, felt pirate’s hat—size eight.

According to William S. Baring-Gould, Wolfe’s unofficial
biographer, Nero and his twin brother Marko were born in Trenton, New
Jersey in late 1892 or early 1893—even though on one occasion Wolfe
claims he was born in the Black Mountains between Albania and
Montenegro. Actually, Wolfe’s mother returned to Europe in the early
1900s taking Nero and Marko with her. Settling in Budapest she married a
man named Vukcic and had a third child. Nero and Marko grew up in the
mountains herding goats and hunting dragonflies. In 1913 Nero entered
the Austro-Hungarian civil service, became an intelligence agent and
travelled to Egypt, Algeria and Arabia. In the Balkans during 1914-1915
Wolfe switched his allegiance to Montenegro and joined the Montenegrian
army. When war broke out Wolfe came near to starving when the Serbo-
Montenegrian forces were wiped out. In 1918 after the Allied
Expeditionary Forces landed in Europe Wolfe hiked over 600 miles to join
the Americans and fight the Germans. Nero tells us that he 1s personally
responsible for killing over six hundred German soldiers.

After receiving an honorable discharge in 1918, Wolfe goes back to
Montenegro and adopts a three-year old orphan named Anna. Leaving her
in good hands, Wolfe returned to the US in 1921. Between 1921 and 1927 we
know little of Wolfe's whereabouts. We do know, however, that in 1927
Wolfe became a private eye and clashed with Inspector Cramer.
Meanwhile, Marko—who was also in London—returns to New York City
and establishes Rusterman’s restaurant. In 1929 Wolfe went back to Zagreb
to look for Anna but he was arrested and forced to leave the country. Back
in the US in 1930 Wolfe purchased the old brownstone house on West
Thirty-Fifth street, hired Archie Goodwin as his assistant and launched his
distinguished career as a private investigator.

Following a number of shorter cases between 1930 and 1933, Wolfe’s
first recorded case, Fer-de-Lance, was published in book form in 1934. The
second book-length case, The Case of the Frightened Man (1935) was
followed in 1936 by The Rubber Band, The Red Box in 1937, Too Many
Cooks in 1938, Some Buried Caesar and Over My Dead Body in 1939, and
Where There’s a Will in 1940. From 1940 the remaining thirty-three book-
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length cases were published at a rate of little more than one per year until
the last Wolfe, 4 Family Affair appeared in 1975. Many of the facts
surrounding both Wolfe and Goodwin are never revealed. For example,
little is known about the first meeting between the two. Both parties refuse
to discuss it. Rumor also has it that Nero’s father was Sherlock Holmes.
While proof is missing it is known that Wolfe keeps Holmes’ portrait
hanging in his office under the wall clock, over Archie’s desk, where he can
see 1t at all times. Temperamentally, Wolfe is exactly like Holmes, and
physically Wolfe 1s the spitting image of Holmes’ brother, Mycroft. Stout
clearly intends for us to make the connection.

Wolfe’s true genius lies in his ability as a private detective to bring the
wicked to justice. As he says in Too Many Cooks, *'I am nota policeman. I
am a private detective. I entrap criminals, and find evidence to imprison or
kill them, for hire.”” Like all true knights, Wolfe is a man of honor and a
man whose word is his bond. As he says, ““I rarely offer pledges, because |
would redeem one, tritely, with my life.”” And on another occasion, “No
man alive can say that I have ever dishonored my word.” As a PI he is
passionately thorough, possessing the patience of Job, and he is as
persevering as time. He has the deepest respect for facts as well as for the
environmental setting in which they are found. No possibility is
overlooked and Wolfe is devoted to the truth which he believes will always
come out. In his words, “You can’t conceal truth by building a glass house
around it.”” Wolfe, however, is quite fond of lying—but only when the lies
are used to get at the truth. Inspector Cramer says, “In the pastdozen years
you have told me, I suppose, in round figures, ten million lies.” Wolfe’s
reply is, ‘I tell only useful lies, and only those not easily exposed.” Wolfe’s
motives as well as his ambitions and his achievements are to right wrongs
and to serve the interests of justice in an often cruel and unjust world.

What we love most about Wolfe, however, is his prickly, peculiar,
egoistic, eccentric, captivating and cantankerous personality. Wolfe does
not like to be touched and whenever possible avoids shaking hands. Wolfe
hates things that move—airplanes and automobiles especially. They are
regarded as demons. He is, nevertheless, partial to his private elevator
which lifts him between floors. Wolfe despises cliches, hypothetical
questions, imprecise language, and he hates with a passion: arguing on the
phone, coarse talk, flies, geraniums, cinnamon rolls, gin drinkers,
interruptions, music, paper cups, the colors purple and red, rain,
restaurants, smoking, more than six at a table, television and violence. On
the other hand, heis “foolishly fond” of: crossword puzzles—the harder the
better; good rugs; books—he often reads two or more at the same time; food
and drink; unusual and abtruse words such as—acarpus, chouse,
gibbosity, intrigante, plerophory, rodomontade, subdolous and usufructs;
proverbs; languages—besides English he speaks seven languages: (French,
Serbo-Croat, Spanish, Hungarian, Italian, Albanian and Latin); and
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orchids—his rooftop greenhouse holds 10,000 plants, many of them very
rare. Wolfe moves only when necessary, and according to Archie, “Wolfe
could have got a job in a physics laboratory as an Immovable Object if the
detective business ever played out.” If and when Wolfe leaves the
brownstone it's because Archie is in trouble. On rare occasions Wolfe does
visit the scene of the crime.

Wolfe’s life revolves around his daily routine and the ministrations of
his personal staff—Fritz Brenner his cook and major domo of the house;
Theodore Horstmann the orchid nurse; and Archie Goodwin, Wolfe’s PI
assistant. Wolfe’s day begins with breakfast (between 8 and 8:15 AM) served
on a tray in bed or at a table by the window. While eating Wolfe reads two
newspapers. After donning a three-piece suit with yellow shirt and tie, he
takes the elevator to the greenhouse where he spends the next two hours
with Theodore and with his precious orchids. Precisely at 11:00 Wolfe
takes the elevator downstairs to his first floor office-sitting room where he
greets Archie in the same way every morning, “Good morning, Archie, did
vou sleep well?”” After placing a spray of fresh orchids in the vase on his
desk he settles down to his mail, whatever business Archie may have, etc. At
exactly 1:15 PM lunch is served and it i1s ample and delicious. Unless it is
urgent or critical, business is not discussed while eating. After lunch Wolfe
returns to the office and works until 4:00. Following two more hours with
his orchids the day’s business is then concluded between 6:00 and 7:15.
Then dinner is served. Dinner, too, is a serious affair. It is followed by
coffee in the office. At this time Wolfe will wax lyrical on any topic
interesting him at the moment. The time when Wolfe comes closest to
being human is after dinner. This is the time when he and Archie move
from the dining room to Wolfe’s office and Nero begins his conversational
monologue. Wolfe never goes to bed early—having a case makes no
difference.

Wolfe has no superior as a private eye. No stone remains unturned and
no fact unpondered. After he gathers and analyzes all the clues on a case he
will assemble all those involved in his office and then brilliantly solve the
case by exposing the guilty. Inspector L. T. Cramer, head of the homocide
bureau, is usually present, along with Sergeant Stebbins, to make all
needed arrests. When Cramer calls on Wolfe he is usually in a foul mood.
Wolfe, he claims, has lied to him, double-crossed him, withheld evidence,
interfered with his work, etc. Cramer is a good cop and he respects Wolfe.
The respect and admiration is reciprocated. As Wolfe sighs, “Inspector
Cramer’s indefatigable routine does have its advantages.”

Archie i1s almost as intelligent as Wolfe and certainly more mobile. Yet
Archie always plays the supporting role for, as Wolfe says, “two brilliant
men under the same roof would be intolerable.” Archie is the man of action
in all Wolfe’s cases and the necessary brawn to complement Wolfe’s brain.
Archie is always on the go and, in his words, “Wolfe never puts off till
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tomorrow what I can do today.” Archie has a phenomenal memory and
serves as Wolfe’s memory file. “The only difference between me and a tape
recorder,” Archie says, “1s that you can ask me questions.” Additionally,
Archie serves Wolfe as chauffeur, bodyguard, office manager, accountant,
secretary, muscle man and gunman.

Archie was born somewhere between 1910 and 1914 to Mr. and Mrs.
James Arner Goodwin. Archie was an outstanding athlete in high school
starring 1n football and baseball. After high school he tried college but
dropped out after only two weeks. Moving to New York City he gotajobas
a guard on a pier. On the job he shot and killed two men and was
subsequently fired. He was recommended to Wolfe, however, for a job
Wolfe wanted done. He did 1t so well Wolfe offered him a full-ume job.
Archie 1s tall—just under six feet—charming and good-looking. He has
broad shoulders, narrow hips, brown eyes and a pleasant baritone voice.
He has been old he looks like Clark Gable though he insists that he is more
like Gary Cooper. He 1s attractive to women and he uses this charm to help
break cases. Archie is also a skilled impersonator and a first rate burglar.
He 1s good with a gun and he never leaves the office without one.
According to Kiuredge and Krauzer, “Wolfe 1s a daring creauon, but
Stout’s most creative stroke 1s Archie Goodwin, because it 1s only through
Goodwin that Wolfe's cases can be anchored to any kind of social reality.”
These critics go on to point out that these novels appeared during the
depression of the thirties and that:

Depression America could hardly be expected to stand in quiet awe of a fat
gourmand with clean, uncalloused hands and a great deal of money and conceit.
But Goodwin is a working man, subordinate butskilled, absolutely essential to the
smooth working of the operation. He has a forthright streak of independence: he
becomes resentful when his own astuteness is questioned, and particularly peevish
when Wolfe holds back details of a case, considering this a slur on his intellect and
his discretion. When sufficiently provoked, Goodwin will even tell the boss togo to
hell. Each ume he does, of course, loyalty brings him back into the fold, but he
makes his point: at a certain degree brilliance becomes arrogance, and when it is
reached, Archie will not be pushed around.

Since Wolfe does not move any more than is absolutely necessary, it is
up to Archie to do the legwork and gather the data for Wolfe to chew onand
digest. Over the forty-two books Archie has successfully impersonated a
policeman, a florist, a photographer, a financial secretary, a personnel
expert, and a crook. When he first started carrying a gun he used two Colt
revolvers and a Wembley automatic which he kept in the drawer of his
office desk. Later he added a snub-nosed Farger and a Marley .38.

Archie’s favorite drink is milk which he consumes in large quantities.
As for liquor he does have an occasional drink and plays no favorites. He
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has Scotch and water, bourbon, cognac, martinis, gin and tonic, and rye
from time to time. But, as he notes, ““I seldom take a drink before dark.”
Like Wolfe he eats well and always has a big breakfast. While Wollfe is a
“taster’” Archie is a “swallower.” Archie also dresses exceptionally well, is
an excellent ballroom dancer, and likes to walk, swim and play billiards.
At poker, gin, and bridge he is a consistent winner. The love of his life is
Lily Rowan, a blue-eyed blonde. The odds are good that if he ever were to
marry, Lily would be his choice. Archie has a key to her apartment which
on occasion he uses.

Of the forty-two novels, some of the more memorable are: Fer-de-
Lance concerning a most unusual murder by a most unusual means on a
golf course; The League Of Frightened Men dealing with revenge; The
Rubber Band in which there is a shoot-out in Wolfe’s office and Wolfe is
wounded; Over My Dead Body in which Wollfe is reunited with his long-
lost adopted daughter Anna; Where There’s A Will involving a strange
legacy and a murder; Not Quite Dead Enough in which Wolfe and Archie
both serve as assistants to the military during World War II; Too Many
Women which Archie says 1s the most enjoyable case he ever worked on;
T he Second Confession in which Wolfe encounters and bests Arnold Zeck
the infamous Mr. X; Murder By The Book in which two supposedly
independent killings are connected and solved; Before Midnight involving
a verse-writing advertising contest and the murder of the only man
knowing the answers; Too Many Detectives in which—for the first and
only ume in his career—Nero Wolfe is jailed; Might As Well Be Dead
which Archie calls the screwiest case he ever worked on; and T he Doorbell
Rang which many Wolfe admirers consider the greatest of all the cases and
Nero Wolfe’s finest hour.

Besides Archie, Wolfe uses the talents of a number of others in solving
the mysteries. Though he is well informed on legal matters, Wolfe calls on
the services of Nathaniel “Henry George” Parker when legal acumen is
needed. Wolfe also uses other private eyes on occasion. Included are Saul
Panzer, a free-lance PI that Archie says 1s “‘the best operative South of the
North Pole.” Saul, who is slight of stature—five feet seven inches and 140
pounds—is, nevertheless, an expert at shadowing and so good at his PI
work he demands and gets double the standard fee. Saul has never refused
Wolfe’s requests. Then there is Fred Durkin, a bear-like, bald and burly, P1
who is as equally effective as Panzer. Wolfe’s third professional consultant
1s Orrie Cather who, in line with his name, is cat-like in his movements and
who has a knack for getting information out of people. Orrie is also big—
six feet 180 pounds—semi-bald, and a former professional football player.
He also whistles while he works. If Wolfe needs additional help he calls on
Johnny Keems—who, unfortunately, got himself killed in 1956—or
Theodolinda “Dol” Bonner, who has her own detective agency, and her
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assistant Sally Colt A.K.A. Sally Corbett. There is also a mysterious Mr.
Jones who delivers information about the internal affairs of the American
Communist Party. Of course, Wolfe can always depend on Inspector
Cramer and Sergeant Stebbins.

Rex Todhunter Stout bore little physical resemblance to his prize
creation. Stout was a slender, 150 pounds with a scraggly beard and he was
physically active throughout his lifetime. One of nine children, Stout was
born in 1886 in Noblesville, Indiana but the family moved to Topeka
Kansas when Rex was sull an infant. A child prodigy, Rex had read
through the Bible twice before he was three and, before he was ten, he had
read over 1200 books in his father’s library. At thirteen he was the best
speller in Kansas and at eighteen he joined the Navy and wound up as a
crewman on President Theodore Roosevelt’s yacht. Leaving the Navy in
1908 he moved to New York City and worked at a number of jobs. During
the next four years he moved about the country—Cleveland, Colorado
Springs, Chicago, Indianapolis, Milwaukee, and New York City again—
holding a total of thirty different jobs in the process. From 1912 to 1916
Stout tried his hand at magazine writing and he wrote and sold both fiction
and fact to Munsey’s, Smart Set, and other periodicals. In 1916 Stout
married Fay Kennedy. To make enough money to allow him to devote full
time to his writing Stout invented a school banking system that was
quickly adopted and installed in four hundred cities and towns across the
country. This thrift system was so successful that he had enough money to
travel abroad and, in 1927, to settle down and write professionally. His first
novel utled How Like A God was a non-mystery published in 1929. The
next four novels, also non-mysteries, were competent and well-received but
they also convinced Stout he would never become a true or “‘great”
American novelist.

Convinced, however, that he was a good storyteller, Stout published
his first mystery novel, Fer-de-Lance, which appeared as a serial in The
Saturday Evening Post and then as a book in 1934. It was such a hit that his
course was 1rrevocably set. The second novel, The League Of Frightened
Men, published in 1935, was equally successful and his reputation as a
great mystery writer was assured. In 1940 Stout interrupted the Wolfe-
Archie chronicles to write propaganda for the war effort. He also served as
chairman of the Writer’'s War Board from 1941 to 1946. From 1943 10 1945
he was President of the Author’s Guild, President of the Author’s League
of America from 1951 1o 1955, Vice President from 1956 to 1961, and
President again from 1967 until his death. He also served as chairman of
the Writer’s Board For World Government from 1949 until 1975. He was
active in the Mystery Writers Of America and was elected its President in
1958, and in 1959 he received the MWA Grand Master Award.

According to Stout he would rather have written A lice in Wonderland
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“than any other book in our language in the last century.” A'close second
was T.E. Lawrence’s The Seven Pillars Of Wisdom which Stout says he
read at least three times. In his opinion, The Maltese Falcon was the best
detective story written in this century and he was also an ardent admirer of
Graham Green and John Le Carre. Though he admired Ian Fleming he
turned down Fleming’s invitation to have James Bond, Nero, and Archie
show up in the same novel. The reason, according to Stout, was that Bond
would have “gotten all the girls.” Stout was, of course, devoted to Conan
Doyle and he was a long time member of the Baker Street Irregulars. As for
his own work, he called his Tecumseh Fox novel Double For Death the best
detective story he had ever written. Tecumseh, the least known of Stout’s P1
heros, 1s of medium size and height, in his early thirties, and there is
nothing remarkable about his appearance—unless you happen to notice
the penetrating power of his dark brown eyes. On one occasion he was
described as looking ““more like a chess player” than a private detective.
Unfortunately, there are only three Tecumseh Fox adventures: Double For
Death (1939), Bad For Business (1940), and T he Broken Vase (1941). Stout
also created a female PI—Theodolinda “Dol” Bonner of Bonner and
Raffray Inc. Detectives, Dol and Sylvia Raffray are two more very
accomplished PIs. Dol is very independent and she not only detects but also
shoots when necessary. Sylvia plays a very minor role in the one novel
featuring these two ladies The Hand In The Glove (1937). Dol does,
however, show up as a bit player along with one of her employees, a naive
PI named Amy Duncan, in Bad For Business, a Fox novel. Finally, another
of Stout’s fascinating PI creations is the funny-eyed and slow-moving
Alphabet Hicks. Hicks, a graduate of Harvard Law School was disbarred
during his first year of practice. Working then as a night watchman, a
subway guard, and a cabby, he finally graduates to PI work. In this
capacity Hicks uses calling cards that read:

A. Hicks
M.S.OT.P.B.O.M.
which stands for Melancholy Spectator Of The Psychic Bellyache of
Mankind or:

A. Hicks
C.F.M.O.B.
which stands for Candidate For Mayor Of Babylon. Or
“A. Hicks”
L.O.P.US.S.A.F.
which stands for Lover Of Peace Unless Someone Starts A Fight.

This is why he is called “Alphabet.” Hicks is a most interesting character
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and one with great potential for a series but Stout had him appear in only
one novel, Alphabet Hicks (1941). This novel also appeared in paperback
under the title of The Sound Of Murder in 1969.

Otto Penzler closes his short study of Nero Wolfe in T he Private Lives
of Private Eyes with the comment that Archie made when he returned to
the old Brownstone on Thirty-Fifth Street and found a note announcing
Wolfe’s retirement, “If I actually had seen the last of Nero Wolfe,”’ Archie
says, ‘It was a damn sad day for me.” Penzler remarks, “It was not the end
then, but there will be no new adventures. It is a damn sad day for us all.”
We can only echo the comment and emphasize the sentiment. Rex Stout
died in 1975 at the age of eighty-eight. Just a month before his death he
published the last Nero and Archie novel, 4 Family Affair. With Stout’s
passing we lost some of the most colorful and memorable members of our
PI family. Because of their perennial popularity, all forty-two of the Wolfe
novels are still in print in inexpensive paperback editions.



Chapter V
Knights of Eld—The Best of the Rest

THERE ARE MANY BRAVE knights without armor who, for one
reason or another, have not received the plaudits given to other servants of
the Grail. These noble warriors should not be ignored. They are deserving
of honor for their courageous deeds and conquests of dastardly villains.
The sixteen creators of the PlIs taken up in this chapter also did most of
their work before the 1970s. While many of their tales are still in print,
many more are difficult to come by. The tales of these lesser knights and
their deeds of derring-do need to be told, so let us begin. Again, we proceed
alphabetically by author.

John J. Shannon and Rex McBride—Cleve F. Adams

No historical survey of the private eye novel would be complete
without reference to the work of Cleve Franklin Adams and his novel The
Private Eye (1942) featuring that hot-tempered Irish PI John J. Shannon.
Some critics have argued that everything Adams wrote was either second-
rate Chandler or warmed-over Hammett. Such arguments, in our opinion,
are unfair. Both of Adams’ PI creations are unique personalities who add
new dimensions to the genre. Rex McBride, in particular, 1s the antithesis
of Philip Marlowe and Spade. We can empathize with Marlowe or Spade,
but it is difficult to do this with McBride. Rex 1s an anti-hero, a male
chauvinist Pl-pig. Rex, a Humphrey Bogart type, is tall, slender, dark
complexioned and handsome in a satanic sort of way. Despite his good
looks, Rex is crude, uneducated, cynical, hypocritical and sentimental.
Although the words of popular songs can bring him to tears, the soft
exterior covers up a cynical, fascist heart. Rex broods, hates with a passion,
explodes in fits of laughter over trivia, and he has the attitude of a
Klansman toward minorities. In one of the early novels, Rex mutters, “An
American Gestapo is goddamn well what we need.” Rex’s opinion of
women is that they are good for only three things, and two of the things are
cooking and cleaning. Despite his success in outwitting the crooks, Rex isa
little on the stupid side. The only reason he comes out on top is that he’s a
little tougher and a little luckier than the crooks. There are five McBride
novels: Sabotage (1940); Decoy (1941); Up Jumped The Devil (1943); The
Crooking Finger (1944); 'and Shady Lady (1955). Only the first two were
published while Adams was still alive. Most of the plots were direct steals
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from Hammett, and Adams admitted as much in a 1942 essay published in
T he Writer called, “Motivation In Mystery Fiction.”” The plots are chaotic,
and the writing 1s repetitious. Adams uses the same scenes, story elements,
and dialogue again and again. But it is in his characterizations that he has
added something new to the PI genre. This is also true of Shannon, his
other PI character, who 1s featured in Adams’ best novel, The Private Eye
(1942).

Unlike McBride, John J. Shannon does have a number of positive
qualities and 1s much more knightly. Shannon, an ex-cop, a detective
lieutenant in fact, discovered he could make twice as much money as a
private investigator running a detective agency. He is good-looking with a
“thick shock of dark hair, and very dark eyes under straight black brows,
and a big nose and a fair share of chin. It was only when you looked at his
mouth that you decided maybe he wasn’t as tough as these other things
would leave you to believe. The mouth was as fine and sensitive as a
woman’s.”

Shannon is no superhero. He has a number of human weaknesses
including a terrible Irish temper and a penchant for four-letter words
which he utters in torrents on every occasion in which he meets the
slightest frustration. Shannon 1s helped by two interesting assistant PIs.
One, Miss Frances McGowan, is a good-looking, smart young lady whose
feminity 1s a cover for the skills of a Ninja master. The other is an honest
but stupid ex-cop named Gus Vogel. Gus makes up for his lack of brains
with doggedness and loyalty. Shannon’s secretary, Mamie Costello, a pert
redhead with freckles, keeps order in the agency office. Shannon loves rye
whiskey but will drink anything else alcoholic if he can’t have his favorite.

The plot of the novel concerns the death of the husband of one of
Shannon's former flames. Hubby was caught in the middle of a war
between two mining corporations fightuing over the copper ore in the
mountains of Las Cruces. Under the guise of looking for a missing heir,
Shannon goes after the murderer even though he is told it was suicide.
Soon after Shannon’s arrival someone tries to take him out with a stick of
dynamite tossed in the window of his hotel room. Both sides in the war
want to hire his services. Even the crooked Police Chief wants Shannon on
his side. Meanwhile there are a number of interesting characters on the
sidelines. One is the Mayor of Las Cruces, a golden-haired Polish giant
who crushes empty liquor bottles in his hands. Named Pilsudski, the giant
also wants Shannon to work for him. Before the case is closed Shannon is
forced to kidnap the mayor, bribe the police chief, and make love to his
employer’s daughter while staying as healthy as he can when everyone he
meets is trying to kill him.

Though Shannon was successful enough to form the base for a
continuing series, Adams never followed through. It 1s interesting to note
that Adams, born in Chicago in 1895, worked as both a detective and a
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copper miner atone time. His career also included a stintas a life insurance
executive and the operator of a chain of candy stores before he turned to
writing full time. His personal experiences obviously came in handy in
writing the Shannon story. In addition to the McBrides and the Shannon,
Adams wrote six other mystery novels under his own name and three
featuring a character named Bill Rye under the pseudonym of John Spain.
Between 1936 and 1942 Adams published nearly fifty short mysteries in
Detective Fiction Weekly, Double Detective, and Black Mask. Adams was a
friend and correspondent of Chandler and a disciple of Hammett and one
of the best of the tough detective short story writers of the middle and late
thirties. He died in December 1949. Acording to Francis M. Nevins Jr., the
expert on Adams work, “in his own style Adams captured the gray and
gritty feel of the time as powerfully as Chandler and created as enduring an
image of the private detective.” Nevins believed that had Adams lived
longer he might have grown into a writer rivaling Chandler.

Tony Rome—Marvin Albert

Marvin H. Albert’s Tony Rome is a hard-living, hard-loving PI who
works out of his 36-foot sport crusier, T he Straight Pass, that he won 1n a
crap game. The boat, moored at a pier on Dinner Key, a small boating
community in southern suburban Miami, serves as Tony’s home.
Although Rome has a two-room office in downtown Miami on the fifth
floor of the Miller Building near the junction of Miami Avenue and Flagler
Street, most of the action revolves around the boat. Tony’s weakness 1s his
love of gambling and nubile young ladies. Invariably, both have him
constantly immersed in hot water. Tony also loves to fish. He smokes
Luckies, drives a gray Olds sedan, has a battle-scarred tomcat friend named
Tangerine, and carries a .38 Police Special as well as a Luger, which he also
won in a poker game. Tony has a bad left shoulder as the result of a bullet
that shredded one of the bones.

As for the PI business Tony is philosophical:

You get used to unfinished drama in my line of work. You’'re always dropping
briefly into the middle of people’s lives getting a short, disturbing glimpse of how
mixed up they are, and leaving them that way. It’s a series of second acts, in which
you seldom arrive in time for the opening scene or stick around long enough for the
final curtain. I had a memory full of cliff-hangers about which I still wondered
whether those still hanging had finally managed to climb back up on solid
ground—or had fallen to the jagged rocks far below.

Tony is also an ex-cop. His father was a captain on the force at the
time Tony was a lieutenant. When Tony’s father started investigating
racketeering connections, many influential people became frightened and
proved that Tony’s father, while he was still a detective sergeant, had taken
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a bribe. The reasons for this were simple: Tony had started college and his
mother was dying in the hospital; Tony’s father’s salary wouldn’t cover the
expenses. His salary was so small that he couldn’t get a loan, despite the
fact that he had three times been cited for bravery. Following the bribe
charge Tony’s father killed himself and Tony handed in his resignation.
Shortly thereafter he became a PL.

Tony is, above all else, tough. In addition to his .38, he carries a tiny,
six-shot .22 caliber, repeater automatic just four inches long which he
conceals 1n the sleeve of his jacket. In Miami Mahyhem (1960), the first
Rome novel, when on one occasion Tony 1s in danger of being snuffed,
here’s what happens:

I snapped my arms down as I jumped sideways toward the sofa. The roar of
Langley’s gun filled the room. I felt the bullet tug the back of my jacket as the tiny
automatic fell out of my sleeve into my waiting hand. He was bringing his gun
around for another shot when I fired. The automatic in my hand made a thin
snapping sound....Oscar kicked the door open and came charging through, his
gun swinging in an arc as he searched for me. I twisted around and swung the long
brass lampstand like a baseball bat.

The heavy metal base of the stand caught him square in the middle of the
forchead and knocked him back against the wall. There was the sound of
splintering bone as the metal base caved in his skull. He shid down the wall and
settled on the floor in an unwieldy heap that had no more life to it than a big bag of
gravel.

To our knowledge there are only three Rome novels: Miami: Mayhem
reprinted by Dell in paper in 1967 as Tony Rome; The Lady In Cement
(1962); and My Kind Of Game a Dell paperback original published in 1962.
Both Miam: Mayhem and Lady In Cement were made into fairly successful
movies. The former starred Frank Sinatra and Jill St. John with Richard
Conte. Albert wrote the screenplays for both. Of the three stories, Miami
Mayhem was the most successful.

Albert 1s a professional journalist. Born in Philadelphia, he has been a
magazine editor, a researcher for ook magazine, and a very successful TV
and movie scriptwriter. During World War II he was the Chief Radio
Officer on several Liberty ships. After the war he became a full-tuime
professional writer. Between 1955 and 1975 he published over 25 suspense,
western, and mystery novels and over a dozen screenplays.

Ed Noon—Michael A. Avallone
When Ed Noon, “like in High,”” was just a struggling PI trying to
make ends meet, he had a swivel chair, Marilyn Monroe calendar and roll
top desk in an auditorium on West Fifty-Sixth street in NYC. But only a
few novels later Ed has come up in the world and now has an office on West
Forty-Fourth street with a plate-glass door and a black secretary named
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Melissa. Ed doesn’t carry a gun religiously but he does have a .45 in his
desk. Ed lives in a four-room apartment just a stone’s throw from Central
Park. He lives well.

Ed is a distinctive PI in a number of ways. First, he 1s the only PI in
history to work closely with and for the President of the United States.
Next, he is the most James Bond-like of all our PIs and he is almost as
peripatetic as Chester Drum. In a dozen or so cases, Ed is off and running
on spy-like missions of one sort or another for the USA boss man. Some of
these cases are The Doomsday Bag (1969) in which Ed has to find a satchel
containing the thermonuclear codes for total world destruction; The Hot
Body (1973) in which Ed has to protect an ex-First Lady; and Shoot It
Again, Sam (1972) perhaps the wildest plot of any PI novel. The book is
dedicated as follows:

This one is for a couple of people who can never die, like Gary Cooper, because a
part of my brain will always be Cooper territory. And for Ken Millar whose Lew
Archer will exist wherever there are pages and printed words. And it1s also lovingly
dedicated to all people everywhere who still believe that nice guys don’t finish last.

As for the plot, Ed is sunning himself at the beach one weekend and on
returning to his office finds a wire from the Commander-In-Chief telling
him to accompany the casket and dead body of a Hollywood superstar,
Dan Davis, from New York back to Hollywood for funeral services and
burial. On the train trip west, as Ed 1s riding shotgun on the coffin, the
corpse rises from the dead, and Ed is knocked cold. When Ed awakens he1s
in a hospital being interrogated by the spitting image of Peter Lorre. Turns
out the train was hijacked by a group of Chinese agents who have
kidnapped Ed and then proceed to brainwash him with a group of
professional mind-scrubbers made up to look like famous Hollywood
stars: Clark Gable, James Cagney and Lorre as well. Pretty soon the
Chinese have Ed convinced he is Sam Spade, as portrayed by Bogart in T he
Maltese Falcon. They have, of course, an ulterior motive. Inareplay of The
Manchurian Candidate movie of 1962, Ed 1s supposed to go back to
Washington and the next time Ed sees his boss he 1s supposed to kick him
in the shins with his cleverly prepared poison-needle-tipped shoes. As you
would surmise Ed foils the plot and kills every evil-doer in sight. This
novel gives Ed an opportunity to show off another of his passions: the
movies and movie stars. As one critic has said, the fun of reading Avallone
lies in encountering the most film-intoxicated man alive.

In another Nooner, Little Miss Murder (1971) Ed gets involved with
another of his passions—baseball—in the form of the New York Mets.
Altogether there is a total of thirty-five novels and over ninety short stories
featuring Ed Neon; he showed up first in The Tall Dolores (1953) and last
appeared in Kill Her, You’'ll Like It (1973). For those members of the
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Nooniverse—what Noon’s fans call all of his cases—Stephen Mertz has
compiled a bibliography of Avallone’s output, available in the February
1976 issue of The Armchair Detective.

Michael Angelo Avallone Jr. 1s anauve New Yorker, born in 1924, and
educated in the Bronx. He is one of seventeen children. After high school
he wentinto the army and served in Europe during World War 11, earning a
battle star and working his way up to sergeant. Returning to NYC after the
war he was determined to be a writer and, in his own words, “wrote his arm
off for five years without success.” Then, in 1951, he sold a short story to a
sports magazine and launched a highly prolificand successful career in the
pulp fiction field. He is known as a paperback novel specialist. Using
seven different pseudonuyms (Priscilla Dalton, Mark Dane, Steve
Michaels, Dorathea Nile, Edwina Noone [Ha!], John Patrick and Sidney
Stuart) Avallone has written over a hundred and fifty paperback novels
producing, for a time, nine to twelve paperbacks a year. Besides the Ed
Noon series he has written a number of Nick Carter tales, many Man From
U.N.C.L.E. novels, several romance and gothic novels and hundreds of
short stories. Amazingly, from 1955 to 1959 Avallone was editor of twenty-
seven publications 1n the men’s magazine field as well as editor of The
T hird Degree, house organ of the MWA, from 1962 10 1965. As for his love
of writing, Avallone says:

Ever since I discovered pencils, I have set out to prove the theory that a writer can
write anything—or should be able to. I have ghosted when I felt the work was
worthy (for me) of my individual aims. Liner notes, music biographies, personality
articles, poetry, cover copy, all of these I have done because of a long-standing love
affair with the English language. I intend to write forever—for I know of no other
form of self-expression which so isolates collaboration and is the closest to 90%
fulfitlment of anything and everything one particular man thinks, sees, and feels.

In the golden era of TV, Avallone was often a guest or contestant on
such prime time shows as “I've Got A Secret” as well as daytime favorites
like “Play Your Hunch,” “Who Do You Trust” and “Joe Franklin’s
Memory Lane.” Finally, Avallone contributed a number of scripts for two
of the better TV suspense series, Mannix and the very popular Hawazii Five-
(9),

Mark Foran & Tony Costaine & Bert McCall—W.T. Ballard
Mark Foran’s PI philosophy is straightforward and simple:

Nobody forced me to become a private investigator, Mrs. Fremont. It was probably
a mistake but it’s one I made a long time ago and it’s a little late to change now.

Foran appears in his first and only case in W.T. Ballard’s Murder Las
Vegas Style published in 1970. Mark is a competent, low-key, sensitive and
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perceptive operator in his middle thirties. Operating out of his LA office,
Mark is hired on the recommendation of his ex-boss, the District Attorney,
to accompany one retired Army Colonel to Las Vegas as his personal
bodyguard. The good Colonel is attempting to persuade his niece to annul
her marriage to a notorious gambler. On arriving in Vegas, Foran and the
Colonel discover the niece has been murdered. Shortly thereafter they learn
the new husband has also been found dead, apparently a suicide. Foran is
quick to deduce both bride and groom were murdered by a third party. Set
against the backdrop of Las Vegas like many of Ballard’s stories, the novel
is well written and well plotted even though the outcome is not as
surprising as you might hope.

Ballard is an old and experienced hand in the mystery and pulp fiction
field. He is best known for his skilled craftmanship in the Western genre,
having written over thirty Western novels. He won the Western Writers Of
America Spur award in 1956. Many of these novels Ballard wrote under the
pseudonym of John Hunter. Ballard was also one of the original and most
popular contributors to Black Mask when Joseph Shaw was serving as
editor. Most of his Black Mask stories featured Bill Lennox, a tough PI-like
character who worked as a trouble-shooter for a big Hollywood studio,
General Consolidated. There were four Lennox novels: Say Yes to Murder
(1942), Murder Can’t Stop (1946), Dealing Out Death (1948) and Lights,
Camera, Murder (1960). In the last three, LLennox has worked his way up to
the level of an executive producer and is living much higher-on-the-hog
than he did in the Black Mask short stories. While the Lennox tales are very
good, Ballard was even better with a pair of fascinating private eyes named
Anthony Costaine and Norbert McCall which he wrote under the
pseudonym of Neil MacNeil.

Tony and Bert are tough and smart. Of the two Bert is the tougher and
Tony the smarter. Both are the greatest threats to feminine virtue since Don
Juan. Costaine is handsome enough to be a movie idol. Six feet tall, jet
black hair, gray eyes, a heavy tan with a hint of Latin in the face, thin lips
and dazling white teeth backed by a warm husky voice, Tony also dresses in
only the best. He was educated at Dartmouth and Columbia Law School,
and then worked for a while with the FBI and during World War II with
the OSS. McCall, who served with Tony in both the FBI and the OSS, is
larger and more rugged. In fact, Bert is just about as enormous and craggy
as one can get. He stands six feet five-and-three-quarters of an inch tall and
weighs in at two hundred and sixty five pounds. He is good-looking in a
masculine way with heavy eyebrows, big bony hands, an infectious smile
and the physical strength of a bull elephant. Bert drinks Scotch and
Bourbon whiskey by the case and also plays the bagpipes. Tony and Bert
make up the Costaine and McCall Investigative Agency that specializes in
business problems and expects to be well paid for its services. As business
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detectives specializing in the investigation of industrial complexes they are
probably the highest paid PIs in the business. For a typical case their
asking price is $20,000 plus expenses, and their bare minimum is five
hundred a week with a five thousand retainer. If on some difficult cases
they are successful they expect $20,000 more. And they are worth it!

There are seven novels in this well-wriuen series.. Tony and Bert are
fun to follow. They are cool, witty, cocky cut-ups and womanizers who
manage to retain their credibility. The first wtale, Death Takes An Option
(1958) has the two looking into the strange suicide of the auditor of a large
mining machinery corporation and the murder of one of the branch
executives. It is an unusual plot with a surprise ending. Third On A Seesaw
(1959), Two Guns For Hire (1959) and Hot Dam (1960) have the pair again
looking into murder, extortion and financial hijinks at the corporate level.
In the fifth, The Death Ride (1960), Tony and Bert come to the aid of their
former OSS Commander, General Frederick Moss, who is now the owner
of a Pacific coast amusement park where several patrons have been killed.
Costaine and McCall go into action and nab the killers. The sixth,
Mexican Slay Ride (1962), sends McCall to Mexico to steal back some
stolen goods. When Bert 1s caught and slapped in jail along with the fifty
men he hired to help, Tony has to come to the rescue. In the last story, The
Spy Catchers (1966), Tony and Bert are brought into a top-secret aerospace
industry to catch a thief, a murderer and a traitor who may be the same
person. The plant is developing a revolutionary weapon—a cosmic ray
gun—and the other side wants it too. As usual, there is a number of nubile
maidens loose on the premises with much more than business in mind. Itis
light and pleasant reading. If you like your PI's competent and happy-go-
lucky, you'll go for McCall and Costaine.

Willis Todhunter Ballard was born in Cleveland in 1903 and
graduated from Wilmington College in 1926. The University of Oregon
library in Eugene holds the collection of his manuscripts—over fifty novels
and over a hundred short stories. Besides Foran, Lennox, Costaine and
McCall, Ballard created another likeable hero—the cop Lieutenant Max
Hunter. Hunter appears in three original paperbacks written in the early
sixties.

Barr Breed—Bill S. Ballinger

Another Chicago private eye who is a master at deduction and logical
thinking is Barr Breed. Breed is the head of an agency in downtown
Chicago. Rather than a typical office of one or two rooms, Barr’s office
takes up a third of a floor. There are private, paneled offices for Barr, his
three PI employees and his secretary. Breed’s secretary is Evelyn Jones and
as Barr says, “She is homely as hell.”” Breed wants it this way because it
keeps her and his male employees” minds on their work. As Barr says,
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“She’s so homely, I figure she is one woman in the world who'll be
honest.”” She is. The beauty in the office is furnished by his female PI
Sylvia. Sylvia is an expert “‘shopper.” When one of Breed's clients thinks
some of his clerks might not be putting all the change in the cash register,
Sylvia shops around and catches a lot of them “‘cause she doesn’t look like
she’s got a brain in her head.”” Breed also employs Al Seevey, who's very
efficient at digging up information and tracking down anyone who is
missing, and Joe Dockert who is a rough and tough muscle man. Though
Breed is not a college graduate he did play football at Southwestern State
Teachers College for two years.

Breed's forte is using his brains to unravel complicated “locked room”
type murders. There are, however, only two of these. The first, The Body in
the Bed (1948), concerns a wayward husband who steps into the shower in
his mistress’ apartment. After finishing the bath and getting into bed, he
discovers that during his ten minutes in the shower someone hasstrangled
his mistress. Barr is called in to help and, after two attempts on his life, Barr
decides that he had better cooperate with his friend on the force, Sergeant
Cheenan. After the wayward husband and the betrayed wife are also killed,
Barr begins to suspect the case is rather complex. Clearing it up takes the
combined efforts of Breed and his staff, plus the cops. According to the
critic John Muste, “The Body In The Bed is somewhat over-complicated
and hides too many clues from the reader, but its Chicago setting, its
violence, and its emphasis on sex mark 1t as a typical example of the hard-
boiled novel from the period just after World War I1.” Muste and other
critics have also argued that the novel 1s similar to Hammett's Maltese
Falcon in that an antique wooden statue and a femme fatale are key
elements in Ballinger’s novel also.

The last Breed, The Body Beautiful (1949), has Breed dating a chorus
girl. The first evening he goes to the nightclub to watch her perform in a
golden bird cage fifteen feet in the air someone knifes her in the back and
she falls into the orchestra pit. Breed, working again with his team and
Cheenan, has to start from scratch to figure out the motive, find out who
she knew and where she came from. Finally, he is able to capture the killer.

In addition to Barr Breed, William Sanborn Ballinger was also the
creator of Joquain Hawks, a James Bond-like CIA ace who is part Spanish
and part American Indian. Hawks 1s featured in a fine suspense series
mostly with the word “Spy” in the title, e.g.: The Spy In Bangkok (1963),
The Spy In The Jungle (1963), The Chinese Mask (1965), The Spy In The
Java-Sea (1966) and The Spy At Angkor WAT (1966). Another PI-like hero
Ballinger created is Bryce Patch, chief of security at a large electronic
company. Patch appears in one good novel, Heist Me Higher (1969).

Ballinger’s generally acknowledged masterpiece in the suspense field
1s a marvellously crafted novel titled The Wife Of The Red-Haired Man
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(1956). The plot concerns an Enoch Arden-like situation in which the
second husband is murdered by the first. The husband and wife flee to
elude capture by a detective trying to run them down. Part of the novel is
written in the first person and told from the detective’s point of view. Other
chapters are written from an omniscience stance. The novel is beautifully
plotted and has a double whammy of an ending—one ironic conclusion
and another complete surprise. Another of Ballinger’s interesting tales in
a similar vein is The Tooth And The Nail (1955) featuring as its hero a
magician whose wife is murdered. The magician goes after his revenge and
gets 1t

Ballinger, who was born in Oskaloosa, Iowa, in 1912, considers
himself primarily a story teller who enjoys plotting more than any other
aspect of writing. He was educated at the University of Wisconsin,
graduating in 1934. From 1977 to 1979 he served as an associate professor of
writing at California State University in Northridge. Ballinger, who has
been writing professionally for over fifty years, is a member of the Writers
Guild of America.He was an Executive Vice-President of the MWA in 1957.
He also won an Edgar m 1960 and was the guest of honor at the
Bouchercon II conference in 1971. Besides his thirty some odd novels,
Ballinger has written over 150 scripts for television and the movies. He now
lives in North Hollywood, California, enjoying his retirement.

Fergus O’Breen—Anthony Boucher
(William Anthony Parker White)

O’Breen, believe it or not, 1s Irish! Although he 1s a legitimate private
ivestigator, he is hardly hardboiled. He is one of the softest boiled eggs in
the book and he is a character. Whenever Fergus detects he exercises some
peculiar habits. Number one, he paces. There are two reasons for this,
according to O’Breen. First, it helps him think; second, 1t gets people so
nervous they say things they didn’t mean to say and provide Fergus with
clues. Also, according to O’Breen, he becomes sweetness and light
whenever he interrogates a suspect because Fergus believes that sugar
catches more flies than vinegar. For Fergus it does. Another peculiarity is
his dress. Fergus likes loud, bright colors in strange combinations. One of
his favorite outfits is a yellow polo shirt which ¢lashes beautifully with his
flaming crimson hair and his bright green eyes. Fergus also knows
hundreds of scatalogical limericks which he often starts but rarely finishes.
He admits that his fondest ambition was to be a poet:

There's a family tradition that there’s bardic blood in the O’'Breens. I don’t know
how true that is; but if there is it came out in me. I used to want to be a poet; I still
turn out some God-awful tripe for my own pleasure . ... I took a hell of a ribbing
for a while and then I got the feeling of “Well, I’'ll show them.”” I was too light for
football, but I was, to speak with characteristic modesty, the best basketball
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sensation that Loyola has ever known.

It is true that Fergus did make thirteen baskets one year in a USC-Loyola
game.

Fergus also sees himself as an “introspective extrovert with manic-
depressive tendencies” who has to keep himself high as heaven to avoid
getting low as hell. As a private investigator Fergus is “unorthodox as
hell.” He rarely drinks on a case and never before lunch. When he does
drink he prefers, of course, Rye-Irish whiskey. Operating out of the
O'Breen Detective Agency in Los Angeles, Fergus gets many of his cases
through his older sister, Maureen, who 1s head of publicity at Metropolis
Pictures. Even though Fergus 1s in his late twenties many people in the
novels refer to him as “‘that boy detecuve.” O'Breen’s hobbies are reading,
cooking, football, classical music and amateur theatrics. He drives a bright
vellow roadster to match his shirts. Like other successful Pls, Fergus has a
friend on the force, Detective Lieutenant A. Jackson in Homicide.

We know very little about O'Breen’s early history but we are told he
was born around 1910 and he never knew his mother. His father was an
alcoholic and Fergus was raised by Maureen. Fergus is very brightand uses
his wit and brains to solve the four cases he confronts. The first, The Case
of the Crumpled Knave (1939), has an elderly inventor and card
connoisseur, Humphrey Garnett, sending a telegraph to an old military
friend, Colonel Rand, asking him to come to LA but warning him he
might be a witness at ““the inquest on my body.” Sure enough, when Rand
arrives Garnett is dead, poisoned, and in his hand is a crumpled Jack of
Diamonds. Fergus solves the case and discovers the inventor was involved
in the production of an anti-gas weapon that would be of great value in
wartime. The second, The Case of the Baker Street Irregulars (1940),
concerns a movie studio’s plan to film a Sherlock Holmes story. The third,
T he Case of the Solid Key (1941), deals with two murders: the first, that of
the managing director of a little theater group in a locked room; and the
second, that of a crook and blackmailer that Fergus was involved with.
Fergus manages to corral the killer in an off-beat climax. The fourth and
last, The Case of the Seven Sneezes (1942), reveals that O’Breen is allergic to
cats and that when he sneezes, he sneezes exactly seven times. The story is
set on an island off the coast of California and involves a silver wedding
anniversary party. Twenty-five years earlier at the wedding there was a
murder. A bridesmaid had her throat cut and during the week before the
wedding the same girl’s cats had their throats cut as well. Now at the
anniversary party a similar crime seems in the offing. Fergus is called in to
clear up the earlier twenty-five year old murder and to head off the second.

O’'Breen was the creation of William Anthony Parker White, better
known as Anthony Boucher (rhymes with voucher). When asked why he
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adopted the pseudonym hessaid, “"The Library of Congress lists 75 books by
authors named William White.” It is common knowledge that Tony
Boucher was a star of the first magnitude in the galaxy of mystery fiction.
Because of his voluminous critical and editorial output he attracted less
attention as a writer of excellent fiction himself. Boucher was the premier
mystery critic, the dean of critics, the man for whom the annual get-
togethers of mystery writers is named: the Bouchercons. It would require
an entire chapter in this book to list Tony's accomplishments and
contributions to the field of mystery writing.

White was born in 1911 in Oakland, California, the son of two
physicians. He was educated at Pasadena Junior College, the University of
Southern California (BA 1932) and at the University of California,
Berkeley (MA 1934). A Phi Beta Kappa, a Roman Catholic and a Democrat,
Boucher wanted to become an admiral, then a physicist, then a linguist (he
spoke and wrote French, Spanish, Portuguese, German and Italian) and, at
one time, he wanted a career teaching languages.

He became interested in writing, acting and directing in the little
theater movement. Next he tried playwriting and then got a job as theater
editor of a LA newspaper. In 1936 he wrote a novel and sold it a year later.
For the next few years he wrote at least one mystery novel a year. Then, in
the late thirties, he developed an interest in science-fiction and wrote a
number of science fiction stories for the pulps. This interest led to a job as
book reviewer, specializing in science ficion and mysteries for the San
Francisco Chronicle from 1942 to 1947. In 1949 he became one of the
founders of and the editor of The Magazine of Fantasy and Science
Fiction—an editorship he shared with J. Francis McComas from 1949 to
1958. During this period Boucher also reviewed mysteries for Ellery
Queen’s Mystery Magazine (1957-1968) and edited a number of mystery and
science-fiction story collections.

In 1951 Boucher was chosen to edit the “Criminals at Large” column
for the New York Times Book Review, a service he performed until his
death in 1968. Over the years he wrote a total of 852 columns for the Times.
For a seven year period (1961-1968) he was also the opera reviewer for
Opera News. He also wrote scripts for the “Sherlock Holmes” and the
“Gregory Hood” radio programs. Boucher originated the “Golden Voice”
radio program featuring historical records which was broadcast in
Berkeley, New York and Los Angeles from 1949 to 1968. During his career
he wrote several hundred radio shows, wrote the introductions to over
thirty books, edited more than twenty collections of stories and was the
collector and editor of Dutton’s annual Best Detective Stories of the Year
from 1963 to 1968.

Boucher was also very active socially and politically. He wasa member
of MWA and was elected President in 1951. He belonged to The Crime
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Writers Association, The Baker Street Irregulars, The Elves, Gnomes and
Little Men’s Science Fiction Chowder and Marching Society, The San
Francisco Opera Guild, The National Collegiate Players and the Scorers
and Molly McGuires of San Francisco. Boucher was a member of the
central committee of the California State Democratic party from 1948 to
1952. He ivas a three-time winner of the MWA Edgar, receiving the honor
for the best mystery criticism of 1946, 1950 and 1953.
After his death, one of his admirers wrote:

In the special world of writers and readers of mystery and science fiction books and
stories, Anthony Boucher occupied a pre-eminent place, for his encyclopedic
knowledge of those genres and for his ability to express his learning with pithy wit.

This accolade might also be apt as a review of a classic, non-PI mystery
novel titled Rocket to the Morgue (1942) that Boucher wrote under the
pseudonym of H.H. Holmes. This novel, which is the 1942 entry in the
Haycraft-Queen Definitive Library of Detective-Crime-Mystery Fiction,
Two Centuries of Cornerstones, 1748-1948, combines Boucher’s interests
in mystery and SF. The story is concerned with science fiction writers and a
murder at a rocket-launching party. The victim is pushed into the path of
the rocket just as it is emerging from its launching pit. After several
attempts on the life of the hated son and heir of a literary legacy, the
murderer is finally successful. Or so it seems until the surprising
conclusion. Tony Boucher was someone special and his many
contributions will not be forgotten as long as there are mystery and SF
readers and writers.

Pete McGrath—Michael Brett (Miles Barton Tripp)
Another neglected Manhattan PI 1s big, tough and handsome Peter
McGrath. Pete 1s the President, Vice President, Secretary, Treasurer and
Chief and sole investigator of the Peter McGrath Private Detective Agency.
He is also six-feet-three with jet black hair and blue eyes. This lovely
ensemble 1s attenuated somewhat by a sullen and angry face. Pete has an
office on Thirty-Fourth Street in Manhattan and he drives a three-year-old
Chevy painted a respectable shade of inconspicuous gray because as Pete
says, “A man in my business doesn’t want to attract attention to himself.”
Under the hood “there’s a monster of an engine on special mounts, there’s
a fast transmission and a heavy-duty, rear-end axle. The frame is
reinforced. The trunk holds some of the melodramatic tools of my trade: a
grappling hook, lengths of nylon rope, a filled two-gallon gasoline can
and some empty, harmless looking soda bottles.”
Pete says that even ihough he doesn’t have any rockets or launching
devices or passenger ejection seats, he does have a secret compartment built
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into the front seat where he keeps a number of electronic listening devices.
He says he and the Federal Government have the same motto: Bug thine
Enemy! Pete doesn’t have too high opinion of his profession:

My business attracts a lot of sleazy characters. Television's stereotyped version of
the private eye wearing three hundred dollar custom-made suits and driving
around in Bentleys is phony. Most private investigators make their buck by
snooping and gathering both legitimate and rigged divorce evidence. They're a
shady, shabby bunch. scrambling for the dollar like hungry dogs after a chunk of
old beef. Fiction writers have referred to them as muckrakers, troublemakers and
jackals living off human misery, who'd sell out their mothers for a hundred-dollar
bill.

Pete is a little better off than most PIs. He has a five-room apartment
that faces the East River and the Borough of Queens. But he is usually
behind in the rent and the phone bills. Pete, who talks to himself, likes
Scotch whiskey, cigars and a blonde Viking named Samantha Conners
who works as guide at the UN Building. His proverbial friend on the force
1s Detective Lieutenant Daniel Fowler, Homicide. Fowler helps Pete out
with his cases and vice versa. Pete also possesses a wry sense of humor and
uses 1t frequently. For example:

I'd seen some of Willie’s women in the past. Usually they were outdoor types,
which meant that Willie found them sleeping in public parks on benches or
beneath bushes or weeping willing trees.

In describing the best features of a young lady, Pete remarks,

Her legs were long. the ankles narrow, calves rounded. There was enough buttocks
bounce and hip sway to keep a marine battalion interested.

And, in dealing with a pro-football player who made the mistake of
attacking him, Pete muses,

He made his move. I almost felt sorry for him. But my pity, what there was of it, was
already used up on a guy in Jersey. I caught his jaw with my knee. His head lified
violently and he came to rest on his back with his eyes blank and went to sleep with
a fine wrickle of blood running from his nose.

Pete carries a .38 and a fake Police Lieutenant’s badge that he uses
frequently to grease his path. He also carries a set of lock picks and a
microphone imbedded in a quarter-inch piece of rubber with a suction cup
on it. There's a wire that runs from this to an amplifier in his jacket pocket
which relays sound through an earplug. He uses these tools, along with his
brains and brawn, to solve a total of ten complex cases.
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The first, Kill Him Quickly, It’s Raining (1966), has Pete mixed up
with some ex-cons, some rapes and a couple of murders. In the second, An
Ear For Murder (1967), Pete takes on a divorce case and in his efforts to find
the husband gets a PI friend killed by a meat cleaver. Pete gets his
vengeance with a machete and help from some hoods and the Treasury
Department. The third, The Flight of the Stiff (1967), has Pete protecting a
beautiful redhead whose beau has been murdered. A total of $40,000 has
also disappeared. Pete goes in search of the money and the killer. Much
blood, some of it his, is shed. In Lie a Luittle, Die a Little (1968), Pete gets a
$10,000 fee to help clear Jason Dominique, a wealthy old eccentric, from
being implicated in a murder as well as to help him deal with a
blackmailer. Pete also gets a luscious redheaded assistant to help, but she
turns out to be more of a pain than an assistant. We The Killers (1967) has
Pete looking for a missing coed and breaking up an abortion ring. In Dead
Upstairs in the Tub (1967) Pete finds himself looking into the supposedly
accidental death of a girl on an LSD trip. Pete’s friend who brought him
into the case is also murdered and Pete 1s out to avenge them both. Slit My
Throat, Gently (1968) has Pete involved in some gangland slayings and
then looking for a missing girl and a murderer who likes to cut his vicum’s
throats. Turn Blue, You Murderers (1967) finds Pete working for an
underworld czar who wants Pete to find his missing wife. In Death of a
Hippie (1968) Pete 1s hired to find a beautiful young hippie with a heroin
habit who has disappeared along with $60,000 worth of jewelry. Pete has to
reach her before a mobster does. Another Day, Another Stiff (1968) has Pete
trying to clear a hell-raiser of a murder charge. Only his wife believes in the
raiser’s innocence and she hires Pete to prove it. He does but he is forced to
do it the hard way—by leaving Manhattan and roughing it in Kentucky.

Most of McGrath’s cases are set in and around Manhattan, but Pete is
no lover of the Big Apple. Throughout the ten novels Pete takes
opportunity after opportunity to criticize:

Daytime travel in New York can be treacherous. You have to watch out for chunks
of ice blown by the wind, loose building cornices, falling flower pots, unleashed
dogs. death-dealing traffic,bag-assed secretaries, harassed businessmen,
pickpockets, opium peddlers, and con men.

At night the city loses its grimy, sooty look. It becomes a fabled Arabian Nights
municipality, glittering and mysterious. The aroma of the city also changes with
nightfall. The odors of toil, of sweat, of concentration are replaced by the aroma of
aphrodisiac perfumes, aftershave lotion, burnt Cherries Jubilee, roasted chestnuts,
uuky puke, unwashed ankles, the emergency admitting room at Bellevue Hospital.
formaldehyde, fresh wood alcohol. A half-ass fiction writer could go nuts with all
these stinks and smells . ...

The author of these astute observations is Miles Barton Tripp, alias
Michael Brett, who was born in 1923 in Ganwick Corner, near Barnet,
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England. During World War II he served in the Royal Air Force Bomber
Command. He also studied law and was admitted as a solicitor in 1950. He
practiced law off and on in Stamford, Lincolnshire from 1950 to 1952.
Since 1953 he has been a member of the legal staff of the Charity
Commission in London but has managed to find the time to write over
thirty-five novels, many short stories, several plays and an autobiography.
Besides Pete McGrath, Tripp has created another interesting character,
Hugo Baron, a gentleman professional killer, and a skilled international
investigator. There are three novels in the Baron series: Diecast (1963), A
Plague of Demons (1965) and A Cargo of Spent Evil (1966). In a recent
interview Tripp stated, “As someone who would rather plant characters
than clues, and would prefer that the story evolves through the characters
rather than by their being shaped to fit the structure of a plot, I naturally
prefer psychology to technology and Simenon to either Christie or the
imitators of Deighton.” What is remarkable is that Tripp has such a
mastery of the hardboiled American PI novel. Some reviewers have put
down the McGrath series as poor derivatives of Chandler and, or Spillane.
Such comments are misleading. If Pete McGrath is imitative then we need
more such imitators.

Curt Cannon and Benjamin Smoke—Ed McBain (Evan Hunter)

One of our most sympathy-demanding detectives is Curt Cannon—a
drunk and a bum. Curt crawls out of the gutter whenever a friend is in
trouble and becomes an effective and sober investigator. Once the crisis is
over and the problem solved, Curt crawls back. Most of the time when he is
in the gutter he’s barely alive and 1s only a ghost of his normal self. At one
time, when he was sull licensed, he was the best private eye in New York.
Then one day he discovered that his wife was a tramp and that his best
friend was a punk. Curt tried to pistol-whip them both when he found
them 1n bed together, but someone called the cops. Cannon was charged
with assault with a deadly weapon and lost his PI license. So he started
some serious drinking and drank his way from uptown to the Bowery and
Skid Row. Yet even in Skid Row people have problems, and people who
knew Curt seek him out for assistance.

There are only two Cannons—one novel, I'm Cannon For Hire (1958),
an original Fawcett Gold Medal paperback, and I Like ’Em Tough (1938),
also a Gold Medal original, made up of six short stories published
originally in 1953 and 1954 in the pulp magazines. When we first meet
Cannon he tells us, flat out that he is a drunk:

THE NAME IS CANNON.

I'm a drunk. I think we’d better get that straight from the beginning. I drink
because I want to drink. Sometimes I'm falling-down ossified and sometimes I'm
rosy-glow happy, and sometimes I'm cold sober—but not very often. I'm usually
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drunk, and I live where being drunk isn’tasin, though it’s sometimes a crime when
the police go on a purity drive. I live on New York’s Bowery.

In the novel Curt has been a bum for five years running, when afriend,
named Johnny Bridges, from Cannon’s old neighborhood, asks for Curt’s
help. Johnny has not gone to a regular agency because he lacks the cash.
The problem is that Johnny runs a tailor shop and someone has been
stealing money from the cash register. Johnny suspects his partner but he
isn’t sure. Cannon agrees to help and goes to the shop for alook. When they
arrive they discover that Johnny’s partner is dead, two bullets in his chest,
with Johnny's initals, in blood, on the wall behind the body. Cannon
must clear Johnny and find the killer.

We learn of Cannon’s background when he returns to his old
neighborhood looking for the killer. Curt was a slum kid, born on the
upper East Side of Manhattan of Irish parents. He wanted to go to college
but couldn’t because his father died and he had to support the family.
Though he wanted to be a cop he went to work for a haberdasher. After his
mother died he became a private eye. Cannon worked for an agency at first
but then opened his own. Things were fine untl he met Toni McAlister.
After a year’s courtship, he married her. Curt had a three-man agency and
was doing well until he hired a fourth man, Dave Parker. Curt liked him—
but so did Toni, too well. After four months of marriage, Curt came home
unexpectedly and found Dave and Toni in bed together. Curt kept hitting
Dave with his pistol until he destroyed Dave’s face. Curt was hurt even
worse, inside, and with his marriage destroyed he went to pieces, winding
up on the Bowery.

The first story in the collection, I Like ’Em Tough, has Cannon
helping the addict son of a man who i1s murdered after he asks Curt for
assistance. The second tale has Cannon returning to his old neighborhood
to iook into the death of a boyhood friend. Moreover, the entire
neighborhood is being menaced by a shakedown artist. Curt, in knightly
fashion, ends the threat. The third short has Cannon finding a boy who
impregnated and abandoned a seventeen-year old. In another one Cannon
1s called upon to solve his own murder! Seems that someone who's his
spitting image is found with six .45 slugs in his carcass.

Curt Cannon is only one of Evan Hunter’s pseudonyms. Hunter is the
familiar Ed McBain, author of the famed 87th Precinct series consisting, at
the moment, of more than thirty-five novels. Hunter also wrote seven fine
novels under the name of Richard Marsten as well as sixteen serious works
of fiction under his own name. Among these were a number of critical
successes: The Blackboard Jungle (1954), A Matter of Conviction (1959),
Come Winter (1973), Strangers When We Meet (1958). Mothers and
Daughters (1961), Buddwing (1964), Sons (1969) and Walk Proud (1979).
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Hunter has also written a number of science-fiction novels under the
pseudonym of Hunt Collins, e.g., Tomorrow and Tomorrow (1955) and
westerns, e.g., The Chisholms: A Novel of the Journey West (1976) as well
as numerous short stories. He has written a number of tales for TV and the
movies. Among these were the screenplay for Strangers When We Meet in
1960, the screenplay for Hitchcock's excellent The Birds (1962) and the
script for Walk Proud (1979). He has written three plays produced and
staged in New York, London and Michigan as well as a dozen juvenile
books. One of Hunter's current successes is the lawyer Matthew Hope
serites—also written as McBain—which includes thus far four novels:
Goldilocks (1977), Rumpelstiltskin (1981), Beauty and the Beast (1983) and
Jack and the Beanstalk (1984).

Hunter was born in New York City in 1926 and was educated at
Cooper Union and Hunter College where he earned a Phi Beta Kappa key.
He served in the US Navy from 1944 to 1946. He is divorced and the father
of three children. Awarded an Edgar in 1957 Hunter is one of the most
readable writers in modern fiction.

We must also menuon an additonal character who is difficult to
classify as PI or non-PI. Under the McBain name, Hunter wrote one novel
about a six-foot three-inch, scarred, gray-haired, retired cop, Benjamin
Smoke, who does not have a PI license and never expects to apply for one
for the following reasons:

Whatever anyone may tell vou about licensed private eyes, they're hired mostly 1o
find missing persons or to get the goods on adulterous husbands; my aspirations
are higher. I have a Carry permit for a .38 Detective Special, I would rather part with
my pistol and my shoes than the magic little shield. I live fairly comfortably on my
pension and on the dividends from some stock I inherited when my father died. I
suppose I might be considered a happy man.

In fact, I have only one regret.

I've never investigated a case I couldn’tsolve. I've never encountered the perfect
crime.

Smoke keeps hoping for a case tough enough to challenge his
extraordinary abilities. He keeps looking for the perfect crime. In Where
There’s Smoke (1975), the only Smoke novel, Ben has to track down a
psychopathic weirdo who is kidnapping corpses from funeral homes. It is
a humdinger of a story and leaves the reader wishing that Hunter had never
given up Smoke-ing.

Milo March—M.E.Chaber (Kendell Foster Crossen)
According to this armorless knight,

The name is March. Milo March. I'm an insurance investigator. With my own
office—March’s Insurance Corporation—on Madison Avenue, that little section of
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New York famous for strong martinis and neat women. I'm for hire.

But don’t make a big thing out of it and confuse me with those private eves that
wander around on your television screen. I wear a trench coat when it’s raining. I
carry a gun when somebody is trying to shoot me.

Milo has a “couple of pieces of paper that say I'm a private detective,
but I work asan insurance investigator.” Sometimes, that is. At other times
Milo is a syndicate buster, a one-man commando squad and international
rescue team, and a James Bond-like CIA operative. The gun Milo carries is
a snub-nosed .32 caliber which he wears in a shoulder holster. March, on
occasion, also carries a spare gun, an ivory-handled, old-fashioned belly
gun with four revolving barrels that has been modified to fire regular .32
shells. The gun saves his live in Hangman’s Harvest (1952).

Milo is featured in twenty-two novels written by Kendall Foster
Crossen under the pen name of M.E. Chaber. Despite what March says in
the quotation above, he uses his guns frequently and effectively. He also
uses his fists, his wits and a number of other fighting skills he acquired as
an OSS officer during World War II in Europe where he spent eight
months behind Nazi lines. A little later Milo went to work for the CIA.
Whether he likes 1t or not, his old Colonel, now Major General Sam
Roberts, frequently calls March back to duty to do a job for him. This job s
usually behind the Iron Curtain, which is the case in Wild Midnight Falls
(1968) and T he Splintered Man (1935).

Milo is tall, dark and handsome. A hit with the ladies in the early
novels, as he grows older he finally marries one of the women he rescued
from East Germany and adopts a young Spanish boy, Ernesto Pujol. These
things occur in the novel 4s Old As Cain (1954). March met Ernesto when
he went to Spain to recover a valuable diamond in No Grave For March
(1952). Early in the series Milo operated from his office in Denver but he
was finally lured to New York as the investigative business improved. His
base of operations is of little matter, however, since like Chet Drum and Ed
Noon he gets around. 4 Man in the Middle (1968) is set in Hong Kong, San
Francisco, LA and Vegas. So Dead T he Rose (1939) occurs in Berlin and
Moscow for the most part. 4 Lonely Walk (1957) puts Milo in Rome. Six
Who Ran (1964) finds Milo in Rio, and A Hearse Of Another Color (1958)
has him in New Orleans. Jade For A Lady (1962) is set in Hong Kong, and
Wanted: Dead Men (1965) has Milo working in Paris. Green Grow The
Graves (1970) moves from Cleveland to Cape Town. While March is more
of a private investigator than a spy, the intrigue and the exotic locale give
the novels an extra dimension. Even those set in places like New York or
LA exceed the average PI novel in entertainment value. Flaming Man
(1968) and Softly In The Night (1963) are two of the better domestics.

Despite the volume of stories we are told very little about Milo or his
personal habits. He loves martinis, very dry, and often drinks as many as
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ten or twelve in one twenty-four hour period. He also likes bourbon, scotch
and soda, and brandy. And as one reviewer put it, “Milo doesn’t miss a
drink, a girl, or a wisecrack.”

Crossen, writing under the name of Chrisopher Monig, authored a
four-novel series about the activities of an insurance claims adjuster, Brian
Brett, in the Hollywood-LA vicinity. The Burned Man (1956), Abra-
Cadaver (1958), Once Upon A Crime (1959) and T he Lonely Graves (1960)
are the titles.

Kendell F. Crossen, who was born in Albany, Ohio, in 1910, also wrote
under the pen name of Bennett Barlay, Richard Foster and Clay Richards.
He attended Rio Grande College and moved to California soon after
graduation. Starting first as a director and producer of stage revues, he quit
to become a full-time writer in 1940. Between 1940 and 1965 Crossen wrote
more than 400 dramas for radio and television and contributed over 300
short stories and 250 non-fiction articles to national magazines. In
additon he wrote 45 novels—mystery, romance and science fiction—
several hundred newspaper reviews and, somehow or other, found time to
edit several collections of SF stories and edit and publish two journals,
Spark and Play. For a while, early in his career Crossen was the editor of the
famed Detective Fiction Weekly.

Flash Casey, Kent Murdock and Jack Fenner—George Harmon
Coxe

According to George Harmon Coxe neither Casey nor Murdock wasa
professional detective, and they would be surprised to find themselves
categorized as private investigators. However, other than not having the
license, they fit the description toa P. Casey, originally known as Flashgun
but later shortened to Flash, was born in the pages of Black Mask during
the period when Joseph Shaw was editor. Flash needs to be considered a P1
because as a professional crime photograher he used his nosey camera,
iself an instrument of detection, to poke and pry into all of the
circumstances surrounding the crimes he investigated. Shaw, 1t 1s reported,
told Coxe that Casey should not compete with the detectives because he was
unique since he was the only one carrying a camera. Casey began his career
with the Boston Globe but when one of his photos was suppressed, he
objected so strenuously he was fired. Casey moved to the Boston Express
and resumed his career which is featured in six novels and around twenty
short stories all published in Black Mask in the early thirues.

Casey was born somewhere near Boston, graduated from high school
and perhaps even went to college for a year or so. Casey is six feet two and
his weight varied from 210 to 220. He is a big and rugged fellow with solid
muscles but he is still quick, agile and is considered handsome with dark
eyes. His forehead is creased and he sports a thick head of dark brown
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hair which is usually long and in need of a trim. Like most Irishmen, Casey
has a love of the grape as well asa quick and unpredictable temper. He gets
involved in the plot most often because someone is trying to steal a negative
or to destroy his equipment. Casey gets lots of tips and inside information
from friends and acquaintances, and no such favors go unrewarded. Casey
always returns the favor—tickets to see the Red Sox, pictures edited so
someone will not be embarrassed, a few extra bucks when needed, etc.
Because of such help Casey usually gets to the crime scene ahead of his
competitors and the cops. Casey never married. His bedmates are usually
young widows and divorcees who often proposition Casey.

Casey plays hero insix novels: Silent Are The Dead (1942), Murder For
Two (1943), Flash Casey, Detective (1946), Error Of Judgment (1961), T he
Man Who Died Too Soon (1962) and Deadly Image (1964). In Deadly
Image, perhaps the best of the six, Casey drops into one of his favorite bars,
The Melody Lounge. One of his acquaintances, Shirley Farrington, asks
Casey to take her home from the party where her husband is rapidly getting
drunk. Farrington, a wealthy and honorable stockbroker, then asks Casey’s
help with his blackmail problem. Seems there are some snapshots showing
Farrington in bed with a nude blonde beside him. Before Casey can clear
up the blackmail, he finds himself entangled in a double murder which he
feels obligated to help solve. This he does with style and good humor.

Unlike many series characters, Casey gets older along with the rest of
us. Not only does Casey’s hair show some gray and the bathroom scales
point to an addituonal ten pounds, but he also slows down, matures
mentally and mellows in outlook. According to Coxe, Casey was 32 in
1933, and in Deadly Image, the last book, Coxesays he saw him asa man of
45 or thereabouts. Coxe adds *“in a matter of thirty-one years Casey has aged
no more than fourteen. Wouldn’t it be interesting if we could all age in a
proportionate fashion?”

As Coxe began to write novels he felt that a slightly different version of
Casey would be appropriate. In his words, ‘‘For some reason, perhaps from
inexperience, I thought such a character, not unlike Casey in many ways as
a photographer, but better dressed and better mannered, would be more
appropriate for a book.”” So Kent Murdock was created and first appeared
in Murder With Pictures (1935), an engrossing story in which Murdock
divorced his first wife, married his second (Joyce Archer) and solved two
murders. Kent is more sophisticated, urbane and socially acceptable than
Casey. He isa little over six-feet, dark, with a lean, flat-muscled body that is
loose yet well knit. His brown eyes sometimes show a glint of copper and,
on other occasions, turn black. Murdock prefers scotch and soda, and he
has a mocking smile. He lives in an inexpensive, second-floor rear, two-
room kitchenette-and-bath suite. He is intelligent and well-educated, good
looking, with a knack for wearing clothes well. He has a masculine vitality
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that makes him appealing to women.

The later novels find Kent and Joyce working as a team to solve other
murders. All told, there are twenty-two novels involving Murdock and his
cameras. Some of the best are Mrs. Murdock Takes a Case (1941), Four
Frightened Women (1939) which also involves Jack Fenner in a minor role;
The Hollow Needle (1948) in which Kent photographs the body of an
industrial tycoon who has committed suicide and later hears the dead man
“talk’ over the radio; The Big Gamble (1958) which has Kent snapping
pictures of a highway pileup and thugs trying to kill him for the pictures
which seem relatively harmless; and Murder On Their Minds (1957)
concerning the murder of a very good and very honest private eye who was
investigating a member of Boston’s blue-blood set. The Murdock series
attained the most popularity of Coxe’s works.

Less well known but certainly deserving of attention is the short,
three-book series Coxe devoted to the legitimate private eye Jack H.
Fenner. Jack shares a third floor office suite “just around the corner from
Boylston™ in downtown Boston with Frank Quinn, a lawyer. Fenner's fee
1s twenty bucks an hour plus expenses. Fenner, a “lean wiry-looking man a
bit under six feet,” has thinning black hair which accentuates the
angularity of his face. Fenner combs his hair flat from the part to make the
widow’s peak more prominent. His eyes are quick, observant and seldom
still. Fenner does not look nor dress like a PI. He normally wears gray
worsted-flannel slacks, a well-cut Shetland jacket and highly-polished,
wing-tip black shoes. He never neglects his wardrobe or his appearance.
Before he became a PI Fenner was a plainclothes detective on the Boston
Police Force. Then he worked for a natuonal agency before going into
business for himself.

Since Fenner shows up as a secondary character in several of the
Murdock novels—Four Frightened Women (1939) and Murder With
Pictures (1935)—Murdock reciprocates and shows up as a secondary
character in Fenner (1971). Like Murdock, Fenner has a sincere interest in
photography and he also hasa closet full of electronic aids and surveillance
gear that he uses when necessary. Fenner’s not a muscleman although he
does have a very fast pair of hands. Murdock says he has never seen him hit
a man more than twice without dumping him. But when it comes to
breaking down a suspect, he uses reason, logic and common sense rather
than violence. In Fenner (1971), the best of the three novels, Jack is hired by
George Browning to find his wife, Carol, an heiress to three million
dollars. Carol escaped from a State mental hospital and her husband wants
her found before she destroys him and herself with her insane behavior.
Before Fenner catches up with Carol, George Browning is murdered in his
wife’s apartment and Carol is assumed to be the murderess. Soon
afterwards Frank Quinn is also slain. Fenner goes to work and with wit,



Knights of Eld 155

wile and a minimum of violence—plus Murdock’s help—uncovers the
killer.

As J. Randolph Cox notes in a review of Coxe’s novels, “To some
readers Coxe may seem dull. There is little explicit violence, just tales of
people caught up in webs of their own spinning, told in a deceptively
simple, formal style. For others that’s entertainment.” Coxe does manage
to entertain without resorting to blood and gore on every page. For
example, when one of the heavies pats Jack Fenner down he says:

“A private detective? Where's your gun?”’

“What gun?”

“I thought they all carried one.”

“Only in television. In television they carry guns and shoot the bad guys with no
questions asked.. .. The whole thing is a breeze. In real life if a PI shoots anyone
he’s in trouble up o here . ... A private dick has no more right to use a gun than
any citizen who happens to have a permit to carry one.

While there are murders in Coxe’s works they are quietly executed. Most of
them occur off center stage.

Coxe was one of our most effective professional story tellers. Born in
Olean, New York, in 1901 and educated at Purdue and Cornell, he first
worked as a reporter on papers in Santa Monica, Los Angeles, Utica and
Elmira for a five-year period after graduating from college. For the next
five years, from 1927 to 1932, he worked as an advertising salesman in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. Taking up wriung full-rime in 1933 he
proceeded over the next 43 years to turn out 64 novels, over 150 short
stories—about sports, love, adventure and the sea—and numerous screen,
radio and TV plays. He was a contract writer for MGM for two years from
1936 to 1938 and again in 1945. He also wrote for the Kraft Television
Theater in 1957 and oversaw the adaptation of his Flash Casey stories for
radio. He authored the CBS radio series The Commandos. Coxe himself
was very interested in photography and has written about it in photo
magazines. Coxe was a member of the Board of Directors of the MWA from
1946 to 1948 and in 1969 and 1979. He was elected MWA President in 1952
and 1n 1964 he received the coveted MWA Grand Master Award.

Frank Gruber’s PIs—The Pros—Beagle & Peel, And Simon Lash—
The Amateurs—Fletcher & Cragg
Two of the most shiftless and irresponsible fugitives from poverty in
the mystery genre are Frank Gruber’s Johnny Fletcher and Sam Cragg.
Working inand outof New York City in the late thirties, these two amateur
PI con-men, book salesmen and detectives are among the funniest fictional
teams in history. Eternally broke and having to scrounge for a buck,
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Johnny Fletcher—the brains of the pair—always comes through with one
scheme or another to net them a hotel room and a meal. Money flows
through Johnny’s hands like flood waters through storm sewers. He goes
from rags to riches and back to rags two or three times in every novel. There
are fourteen Fletcher-Cragg works beginning with The French Key in 1939
and ending with Swing Low Swing Dead in 1964. Whether they are
legitimate PIs is a moot point. They are certainly not professional
investigators even though they are superb at the task. The only
professional “anything” they are is book salesmen. When desperate for a
bed or a meal Johnny and Sam hit the city streets with a pile of $2.95 books
called Every Man A Sampson. Sam takes off his shirt, flexes his
overdeveloped biceps, puts chains and a wide leather belt around his
middle and pops them with his muscle power. Johnny furnishes the sales
spiel and the customers fork over. The take is sufficient to keep them alive
and in business. Sooner or later someone is murdered and Johnny has to
use his brain and Sam his brawn to put the killer in a cell.

Every one of the novels is fast-paced and amusing. In The French Key
a dead man turns up in Sam’s and Johnny’s room clutching a $15,000 gold
coin in his fist. In The Laughing Fox (1940) Johnny and Sam wind up in
Cedar City amid a group of wealthy fox breeders who are holding their
annual fair and fur aucuon. Before they split they find a dead man on their
bathroom floor, his throat torn out supposedly by the victim's
prizewinning fox. As a side benefit the reader gets a doctoral dissertation on
the art and science of crap-shooting. In Swing Low Swing Dead Johnny
wins a song in a crap game and after two people are murdered—one a rock
'n’ roll songwriter— Johnny tries to solve the murders and evade a bookie
seeking revenge and an insane chemist who likes to whip up explosives.
The Limping Goose (1954) has the pair taking on a skip-trace job for the
collection of a debt and running into a bevy of beautiful blondes and a dead
playboy in a showgirl’s apartment. The Silver Tombstone Mystery (1945)
sends the two Times Square cowboys out west into an old abandoned silver
mine. Along the way they meet a guy who wants more money than his
services are worth, a beautiful blonde in trouble, an Indian snake charmer
with a Ph.D. and a couple of corpses. The Scarlet Feather (1948) has the
pair in Chicago with Johnny diving into Lake Michigan in November to
rescue a young lady in a mink coat who has just left her Cadillac coupe ina
suicide attempt. Broke as usual, they drive the Cadillac home and find a
scarlet feather in an envelope addressed to the girl. When they return the
car they meet the girl’s father and Johnny gets a new outfit. They next
wander into the Midwest Poultry Breeder’s Association convention to stage
their act and sell their books. A corpse is discovered under one of the
chicken coops and the girl they rescued has come to the convention to meet
the murdered man and his birds. The pair discover that the murdered man
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was involved in the illegal cockfighting business. Before the smoke clears
Johnny finds himself penned up with a blood-crazed, steel-spurred
fighting cock. Gamblers, cops and a blackmail plot involving a number of
wealthy bettors complicate the plot.

In The Gift Horse (1942) Johnny is named heir to a million dollar
estate that includes a race horse. In claiming his inheritance Johnny (and
Sam) discover the eccentric millionaire who willed Johnny the money has
been murdered, supposedly by the gift horse. The Honest Dealer (1947) has
Fletcher and Cragg crossing Death Valley and running across a dying man
who gives them a deck of cards which provides the key to his fate in Las
Vegas. In Vegas the pair win money at the gaming tables and run into
attempts on their lives before they clear up the mystery of the honest dealer.

Otis Beagle and Joe Peel are legitimate private investigators. In the
first Beagle-Peel novel, The Silver Jackass (1941), which Gruber wrote
under the pseudonym of Charles K. Boston, Joe Peel is working for Otis in
the Beagle Detective Agency in a third floor office on Hollywood
Boulevard. Beagle is a big, handsome fellow at six feet three and 210
pounds who wears a big (but fake) diamond ring on the third finger of his
left hand. Joe describes Otis as “Big, flashy—and phony.” Peel is five eight
and around 160 pounds but he 1s tough and smart and a first rate shadower.
He has the ability to “mix’” in a crowd of six men and be inconspicuous.
Otis threatens to fire Peel every hour, and every hour Joe threatens to quit.
They spend a good deal of time insulting each other, but they are a skilled
and effective team. They depend on wit, deduction and persistence rather
than violence to solve their cases. Neither of the pair approves of guns.
Otis, however, does on occasion carry a sword cane.

The Silver Jackass involves a fight over the inheritance of a silver mine
in Nevada. At one point Joe i1s abandoned in an old mine pit. He manages
to survive, cracks the case and earns a partnership in the Beagle-Peel
Agency. In the second novel, originally called Beagle Scented Murder
(1946) but changed to Market For Murder in the paperback, Beaglc and
Peel in a scoundrelly and unethical fashion get themselves involved in a
double-dealing blackmail scheme. Their shakedown backfires and a
murder then leads to the discovery of a dime-novel racket. During the
doings, Beagle betrays Peel but Peel saves Beagle’s life and harmony reigns.
The Lonesome Badger (1954), also known as Mood For Murder when
reprinted in paper, was their last adventure.

Simon Lash, the last of Gruber’s fictional detectives, is a veteran,
licensed, private eye, an ex-lawyer and as hardboiled as they come. He is a
shamus who can smell arata mile away. As one of the characters remarks to
Simon, “I remember one thing he said about you, that you were the most
even-tempered man he ’knew—always mad.” And Lash does have the
world’s largest shoulder chip. His generally hostile and cynical attitude
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toward the world 1s tempered only by his love of books and his distrust of
his fellow man—particularly women. In Lash’s words, “I hate good-
looking women clients . ... They think they can pay off with smiles.”

Simon is aided and abetted in his efforts by an equally able and
tolerant assistant, Eddie Slocum. Eddie provides quiet but competent
support to Simon’s leading role. There are only three Lash novels: Simon
Lash, Private Detective (1941), The Buffalo Box (1942) and Murder '97
(1948). In T he Buffalo Box, perhaps the most enjoyable of the three, an old
prospector forces his way into Lash’s office on Hollywood Boulevard
(having ridden up on a small burro) and hands Simon a small, hand-carved
redwood box. Calling himself Lansford Hastings, the old-timer hires Lash
to find the owner of the box. Lash is a bit put out because if the old man is
who he claims to be then he must be well over a hundred years old.
Moreover the original Lansford Hastings died in 1870. Hastings also
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