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            Introduction

         
 
         Agatha Christie’s novels and collections of short stories (translated into all the world’s major languages) have recorded sales in excess of 2.3 billion copies, which is exceeded only by those of the Holy Bible. Her characters are equally famous throughout the world – and have achieved the status of super sleuths! But what of Agatha herself, their creator, the brains behind the legendary Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple? What is known about her?
         
 
         David Suchet, the consummately brilliant portrayer of Hercule Poirot in numerous television dramas, who one might imagine would know more than most, is on record as saying, ‘I don’t know who she is’. Perhaps for this he may be forgiven, for throughout her life, Agatha remained a quiet, self-contained and retiring person who shunned publicity and rarely gave an interview. ‘When you don’t do a thing well, it is better not to attempt it, don’t you think?’1
         
 
         Discovering the real Agatha is a challenging, but by no means impossible task, and in  order to do so it is necessary to employ such detective skills as might be worthy of her very own sleuths, Marple and Poirot. This is because, as with her detective novels, clues vital to the unravelling of the greatest mystery of them all, that of the author herself, are to be found in her writings, and in particular in the novels which she wrote under the pseudonym ‘Mary Westmacott’.
         
 
         By her own account, Agatha Christie had, in the main, a happy, secure, and fulfilled childhood, albeit punctuated by periods of loneliness. She was brought up in Torquay in the beautiful county of Devonshire, partook of that town’s cultural activities, and made frequent excursions to Dartmoor – a place of mists and mystery, immortalized by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle in The  Hound  of  the  Baskervilles  (which inspired her in her own writing). Later, she travelled to the Continent and became fluent in the French language and familiar with that country’s customs. Her parents encouraged her in music and drama, and she also had access to her father’s extensive library of classical novels. These experiences, and in particular the period she spent working in the dispensary of her local hospital during the First World War (where she familiarized herself with poisons), would stand her in good stead when it came to writing her famous detective stories featuring Miss Marple, Hercule Poirot, Parker Pyne, Tommy and Tuppence, and others. These would make her name known throughout the world.
         
 
         Throughout her childhood, Agatha suffered from recurrent bad dreams, featuring a terrifying figure whom she called ‘The Gunman’ and whom she only managed to rid herself of in middle life. This torment is, perhaps, best reflected in her novel Unfinished  Portrait,  written under the pseudonym ‘Mary Westmacott’. Ostensibly fiction, this, in reality, is the story of Agatha herself, in all its harrowing and lurid detail – hence the title of this volume Agatha  Christie: The  Finished  Portrait.
         
 
         Agatha had been brought up to have certain expectations: her principal professed aim in life being to achieve a happy marriage. However, having been launched into the world of the adult, her dreams would be shattered, and in such a brutal way as to temporarily unhinge her mind. As she herself admitted, her early life had been too sheltered. She had been too cocooned, and once the chrysalis had metamorphosed into a butterfly, the light of day proved too strong for it to bear.
         
 
         An explanation for Agatha’s bad dreams – which psychiatrists call ‘night terrors’ – is offered, and also for the means by which she finally overcame them. Also for her, seemingly, bizarre and inexplicable behaviour on the famous occasion of her disappearance for eleven days in December 1926, by which time life had become so stressful for her that she felt she could go on no longer. Why did she abandon her motor car, leaving behind inside it a fur coat, on what was a bitterly cold winter’s night? Why did she adopt a false name, and claim that she came from Cape Town, South Africa? Why did she fail to recognize a photograph of her own daughter, or her husband when she was reunited with him? Was she telling deliberate lies, acting out an elaborate hoax in a cynical attempt to sell more books? Was this an attempt by her to punish her husband Archie, whom she knew was about to leave her? Or was there a deeper reason, whereby she became the victim of circumstances completely beyond her control? Agatha  Christie: The  Finished  Portrait  is an attempt to discover the truth.
         
 
         
      
            Notes
 
            * signifies a television documentary.
 
            1. *Flight, Collette (Producer), Agatha  Christie: A  Life  in  Pictures.
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            The Miller Family

         
 
         Agatha Mary Clarissa Miller (who became Agatha Christie) begins her autobiography by declaring that one of the most fortunate things that can happen to a person in their lifetime, is to have a happy childhood. Her childhood, she describes as ‘very happy’. She loved her home and her garden; her nanny was ‘wise and patient’, and because her parents loved one another, this meant that they were successful, both in their marriage and in being parents.1
         
 
         Agatha was born on 15 September 1890 at the Devonshire seaside resort of Torquay, an event which came about in the following way. Agatha’s mother Clarissa (‘Clara’), whose family came from Sussex, was born in Belfast in 1854. When Clara grew up she married Frederick Alvah Miller, an American who had moved to Manchester. (In fact, Frederick and Clara were related by marriage, Clara’s Aunt Margaret being the second wife of Nathaniel Frary Miller, and Frederick being Nathaniel’s son by his first wife Martha).2 At the time of their marriage in April 1878, Frederick was aged thirty-two and Clara twenty-four.
         
 
         The couple set up home in Torquay, and it was here, in 1879, that Agatha’s sister Margaret – ‘Madge’ – was born. Finally, having returned to America, where in 1880 Agatha’s brother Louis Montant – ‘Monty’ – was born, Frederick suggested to Clara that she set up home permanently in Torquay, where he would join her after concluding his business arrangements in New York. Using the money from a legacy, Clara promptly bought ‘Ashfield’, described as a sizeable mansion standing in extensive grounds which included ‘an orchard, conservatories, a tennis court, and croquet lawn…’.3 This is the house where Agatha was born, and around which her early life was centred, for as will be seen, her mother did not for some years consent to her attending school.
         
 
         Of Agatha’s love for her parents, there is no doubt. However, she describes her mother Clara as someone who had a habit of seeing the world as a drama, or even as a melodrama. Because of the creative nature of her imagination, she was never able to visualize places or events as being ‘drab or ordinary’. She was also highly intuitive, which meant that she was often able to deduce the thoughts of others.4
         
 
         Those who subscribe to there being a genetic basis for behaviour would argue that Agatha’s own imaginativeness and creativity was inherited from her mother.
         
 
         As for her father Frederick, she describes him as a lazy man of independent means; a collector of fine furniture and china, glass and paintings, who spent mornings and afternoons at his club, and, during the season, days at the cricket club – of which he was president – in Torquay. Nevertheless, Agatha acknowledged that Frederick had a loving nature, and was deeply concerned for his fellow men.5 Frederick also possessed an extensive library which included comprehensive editions of the novels of the nineteenth century.6 This facility would be of great benefit to Agatha in the years to come, in her own literary career.
         
 
         Despite her father’s undoubted inadequacies, Agatha had this to say about fathers in general Everyone found the phrase ‘father knows best’ amusing, but nevertheless, it did epitomize the view that was prevalent in Victorian times. In other words, the father was ‘the rock upon which the home was built.’7
         
 
         Two other members of the family who would feature prominently in Agatha’s life were Mary Ann Boehmer (née  West), Agatha’s maternal grandmother; she lived in Bayswater, London and was known as ‘Grannie B’. Also, Mary Ann’s sister Margaret Miller (née  West), Agatha’s maternal great aunt, who, after the death of her husband Nathaniel, moved from Cheshire to Ealing, Greater London. She was known as ‘Auntie Grannie’.
         
 
         
      
            Notes
 
            1. Christie, Agatha. An  Autobiography,  p.13.
            
 
            2. Morgan, Janet. Agatha  Christie  – A  Biography,  p.2.
            
 
            3. Matthew, HCG and Brian Harrison (eds.). Oxford  Dictionary  of  National  Biography, Vol.2, p.528.
            
 
            4. Christie, op.cit., p.19.
            
 
            5. Ibid, p.14.
            
 
            6. Matthew, op.cit., p.528.
            
 
            7. Christie, op.cit., p.116.
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            Early Life

         
 
         In Agatha’s early years, home and family were paramount, and it is, therefore, not surprising that she became deeply attached to those who were assigned to look after her.
         
 
         At Ashfield, Agatha’s parents employed a nanny for Agatha. She was known as ‘Nursie’ and described as elderly and rheumatic. Agatha was devoted to Nursie, with whom she shared so much, for example, being allowed in the kitchen in order to help with the making of her own little bread loaves and plaited buns. When Nursie retired, Agatha described this as the ‘first real sorrow of her life…’.1 There was also a cook, Jane Rowe, who remained with the family for forty years, and several house-maids and a parlour-maid. In this seemingly idyllic world, however, all was not entirely sweetness and light. It was when she was about 5 years old, recalled Agatha, that her father first began to have money worries.
         
 
         Her grandfather had invested his money in a series of trust funds, intended to provide income for his relatives after his death. However, the money that was due to come to Agatha’s father did not materialize, either because of ‘sheer inefficiency’, or because one of the four trustees had managed to manipulate matters to their own advantage, which, Agatha did not know.2 Agatha was at pains to stress, therefore, that although her father was an American, and all Americans were supposed to be rich, her family was not particularly well off. They had no carriage and horses; no butler or footman, and only three servants – which was a minimum in those days. However, poverty for the Miller family was only a matter of degree, because Agatha goes on to describe a typical meal served at Ashfield as including soup, boiled turbot or fillets of sole; followed by sorbet, saddle of mutton, lobster mayonnaise, pouding diplomatique and charlotte russe!3
         
 
         In order to economize, the Millers decided to let Ashfield, and spend the winter of 1895 in France where the cost of living was lower. Having crossed the Channel, Agatha described the excitement of going to bed in the train which would take them to Pau in the South of France, where they spent about six months. It was here that she went horse riding, and with the help of Marie Sijé, an assistant fitter whom they met in the dressmaker’s shop, improved her French. Soon Agatha was able not only to converse fluently, but also to read books in the French language. When Clara asked Marie if she would care to accompany the family back to England, the latter was delighted. Then they left for Paris, to find the streets ‘full of those new vehicles called Automobiles’.4 They returned via Brittany and Guernsey.
         
 
         These early experiences on the Continent would leave an indelible impression on Agatha; to the extent that she later chose to make her famous male detective a Belgian, whose charm was that he could view the British, and particularly the English with their traditions and eccentricities, from a Continental standpoint.
         
 
         Although Agatha’s elder siblings, sister Madge and brother Monty, had attended boarding school, their mother Clara became convinced that the best way to bring up girls was to give them as much freedom as possible, with good food and an abundance of fresh air. Their minds were not to be ‘forced’ in any way. Boys, of course, were an entirely different proposition. For them, education had to be along rigidly conventional lines.5
         
 
         Clara also believed that children should not be permitted to read before they attained the age of 8 years, as this was better, not only for their eyesight, but also for their minds. Despite this, Agatha had learnt to read by the age of five, which opened up ‘the world of story books’ for her from then onwards.6
         
 
         Nevertheless, Clara’s action in keeping Agatha from school would be to her detriment, and would contribute to the serious psychological problems from which she suffered in her adult life, as will shortly become apparent.
         
 
         A clear echo of Agatha’s family home in Torquay – ‘Ashfield’, which was situated near the coast (and, incidentally, was poorly maintained through lack of funds), is to be found in a detective novel which she subsequently wrote entitled Peril  at  End  House.  This is a dwelling which a pretty young lady called Nick Buckley has inherited on the death of her brother. Nick refers to it by saying how much she loved it, despite the fact that it was ‘tumble-down’, and in an increasingly poor state of repair. Also, after an alleged attempt on her life, Nick describes a ‘scrambly cliff path’ leading down to the sea which she takes when she goes to bathe.7
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Agatha’s father Frederick died on 26  November 1901, when she was aged eleven. His health had gradually deteriorated, but despite this fact, no diagnosis had ever been made as to the exact nature of his illness.8 (Agatha’s mother Clara’s perception of doctors as being, in the main, ignorant and incompetent is a theme which runs through Agatha’s autobiography).
         
 
         In September 1902, Agatha’s sister Madge married James Watts, grandson of prosperous Manchester businessman Sir James Watts of Abney Hall. The couple set up home at nearby Cheadle Hall, and each Boxing Day the two families, traditionally, came together to attend the pantomime in Manchester.
         
 
         When in 1903, Madge and James had a son, he was christened James, after his father and grandfather. James, or ‘Jack’ as he was known, with his blushing cheeks and golden hair, was an unending source of joy to her, said Agatha.9 Meanwhile, back at home in Torquay, roller skating on the pier at the Assembly Rooms, or at the Bath Saloons (where at other times, the important dances were held), were favourite pastimes. However, at the Torquay Regatta, it was the accompanying fair, rather than the yacht racing, which attracted Agatha. She also describes garden parties where everyone was dressed up ‘to the nines…’.10
         
 
         It is recognized today, that a child develops his or her intellectual and inter-personal relationship skills more quickly when in the company of his peer group, say in nursery and junior schools and crèches, more than in isolation at home, and Agatha was undoubtedly deprived in this respect.
         
 
         Also, it is sad to think of her as being lonely in her childhood, which by her own account she undoubtedly was, not only by being prevented from going to school, but also because her siblings Madge and Monty were a decade older than herself. She describes being particularly lonely after the retirement of Nursie, and later when her French governess Marie Sijé left and returned to France, having been with the family for three years. Equally detrimental to her well-being was the fact, that her upbringing in no way prepared her for the rough and tumble of adult life; a fact about which she would later complain bitterly. 
         
 
         On the other hand, had Agatha not been lonely, then perhaps she would have failed to develop that wonderful imagination with which she entertained herself, and which would one day stand her in such good stead when she embarked on her writing career.
         
 
         
      
            Notes
 
            1. Christie, Agatha. An  Autobiography,  pp.56,47.
            
 
            2. Ibid, p.66.
            
 
            3.  Ibid, pp.45,46.
            
 
            4. Ibid, p.82.
            
 
            5. Ibid, p.95.
            
 
            6.  Ibid, p.24.
            
 
            7.  Ibid, p.29,
            
 
            8. Ibid, p.112.
            
 
            9. Ibid, p.137.
            
 
            10. Ibid, p.111. 
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            A Love of Storytelling

         
 
         That Agatha, from an early age, absolutely loved being read to can be deduced from her semi-autobiographical novel Unfinished  Portrait  (published in 1934, where the character of Agatha is represented by ‘Celia’). Celia would ask her mother, Miriam, to tell her a story. She loved her mother’s stories which were so different from those told by other people. To hear from them about Cinderella, Jack and the Beanstalk, and Red Riding Hood, was all very well; or from Nannie about Joseph and his brothers, or Moses in the bulrushes; but Mummy’s stories were something quite special!
         
 
         Part of the joy of listening to them was that one never knew what they were going to be about. The subject could be mice, children, princesses…. The problem was that she told her stories only once, and if you asked her to tell them a second time, she made the excuse that she could not remember. Then, with serious fact, but bright and shining eyes, she would gaze across the table, as she waited for inspiration to come to her. Suddenly, she would emerge from her trance-like state and proceed to tell a new story. It was to be called The  Curious  Candle.  At this, Celia would draw in her breath with eager anticipation. Soon, she would not only be positively intrigued, but quite spellbound!
         
 
         The inference is obvious. This, in reality, is Agatha speaking about her mother Clara, who had no need to refer to a book because she carried all her stories in her head. Again, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that Agatha inherited the same gift, for when she came to write her detective novels, she could juggle as many as eight or more characters in her mind, all interacting with each other, and everyone with motive and opportunity to commit the crime. 
         
 
         Agatha particularly enjoyed stories from the Old Testament and said that attending her local parish church of Tor Mohun was one of the highlights of her week.1 Having learned to read at an early age, she was also able to enjoy the collections of fairy and animal stories given to her by Margaret Miller – ‘Auntie Grannie’. She read these over and over again, and co-opted Marie her governess to re-enact various fairy stories with her at performances staged after dinner, in front of her parents Clara and Frederick.2 In fact, drama was to play a large part in Agatha’s upbringing, and she described visits to the local theatre in Torquay as one of the great joys of her life.3 Auntie Grannie also fired the imagination of the young Agatha, by requesting her to recite juicy details of real life murder cases to her from the newspaper; this being a preoccupation of the Victorian and Edwardian press.4
         
 
         Madge, her elder sister, was also instrumental in feeding Agatha’s imaginative young mind, and it was she who told her her first Sherlock Holmes story. After that, she pestered her for more, and confessed to enjoying all of them – Madge being a splendid storyteller.5 Among the great quantity of books which Agatha worked through were the novels of GA Henty, Stanley Weyman, and also the entire collection of Jules Verne in their original French. (Agatha’s first lessons in French had been given to her by her sister Madge on the latter’s return from finishing school in Paris. Agatha was only five at the time). Later she progressed in her reading to Charles Dickens, Sir Walter Scott, William Thackeray and Alexandre Dumas, authors of books which her mother enjoyed reading to her, just as she enjoyed being read to. An added bonus was that American novelist Henry James, and also English writer and poet Rudyard Kipling, were among those people who called at the house during Agatha’s young days.6
         
 
         Agatha read voraciously, and absorbed the stories told to her by members of her family as blotting paper absorbs ink. However, it was the works of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, read to her by Madge, and the current criminal trials, which she in turn read to Auntie Grannie at the latter’s request, which appear to have had the greatest impact on Agatha as a future writer.
         
 
         
      
            Notes
 
            1. Christie, Agatha. An  Autobiography,  p.49.
            
 
            2. Ibid, p.85.
            
 
            3. Ibid, p.109.
            
 
            4. Morgan, Janet. Agatha  Christie – A  Biography,  p.76,
            
 
            5. Christie, op.cit., p.128.
            
 
            6.   Ibid, p.50.
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            A Creative Imagination

         
 
         Time and again in her autobiography, Agatha alludes to the fact that it was her childhood loneliness which was the catalyst which led her to use her imagination to invent imaginary playmates and dramas. Nursie (her elderly nurse) was involved in the games which she enjoyed as a child, even though she was not always a participant in them. In fact, all the games were make-believe. From as early as she could remember, the imaginary companions that featured in these games were ones that she chose herself. She then goes on to describe ‘The Kittens’ whose names were ‘Clover’ and ‘Blackie’, and whose mother’s name was ‘Mrs Benson’. Later, there was ‘Mrs Green’ who had a hundred children: the important ones being ‘Poodle’, ‘Squirrel’ and ‘Tree’. To supplement these imaginary creations were Nursie’s repertoire of six stories, all of which revolved around the various children of the families by whom she had previously been employed. Agatha said Nursie, to her, was the epitomy of a ‘rock of stability’ in her life.1 So here was Nursie, in company with Agatha’s mother, sister, and grandparents, adding to the child’s memory bank of stories.
         
 
         By the time she was aged five, Agatha had created more imaginary characters, including ‘Dickie’ (based on Goldie the canary) and ‘Dicksmistress’ (based on herself). On her fifth birthday, she was given a dog, a four-month old Yorkshire terrier puppy which she named ‘Toby’. The event, she said, gave her such unimaginable joy, that it left her practically speechless. Toby, as the character ‘Lord Toby’, was now given the special privilege of being admitted into what Agatha described as her ‘new secret saga’.2 She and Toby would now sit together under the dining room table, there to have imaginary adventures in equally imaginary locations such as underground cellars and such like.3  Dogs would play an important part in Agatha’s life, and one in particular, not Toby but ‘Peter’, would be a source of comfort to her in the troubled times ahead.
         
 
         Meanwhile, even inanimate objects could be transformed. For example, it was her hoop, said Agatha, which gave her most pleasure in childhood. It could represent to her such objects as a horse, a sea monster, or a railway train. She imagined herself to be alternately engine driver, guard, or passenger on three railways which were of her own invention.4 It was the hoop which solved Agatha’s problem of being at a loss for a playmate when Nursie retired. She now retreated into her own little world with her hoop as her playmate.5 Other toys included a rocking horse, a dolls’ house and a painted horse and cart – driven by pedals – all of which, also, doubtless featured in her make-believe adventures. When Agatha grew up and married, and had a daughter of her own, she could not understand why the child did not enjoy such simple pleasures as she had done in her own childhood.
         
 
         Agatha’s mother decided, finally, that her daughter, now in her early teens, should have a little ‘schooling’ at a school for girls in Torquay run by a Miss Guyer. A year later she was sent to school and then finishing school in Paris: the latter run by a Miss Dryden. Agatha described the two winters and one summer that she spent in Paris as amongst the happiest days she had ever known. At long last, she could enjoy the company of people her own age.
         
 
         When Agatha returned home from school, however, the same problems of having nobody to play with persisted. She therefore invented yet more imaginary playmates, as there were no next-door neighbours who had children of her age. She also invented an imaginary school, sketching the characters of the girls and their different social stations, and describing their adventures and the games which they played together.
         
 
         
      
            Notes
 
            1.   Christie, Agatha. An  Autobiography,  pp.20–22.
            
 
            2. Ibid, pp.32,33.
            
 
            3. Ibid, P.105.
            
 
            4. Ibid, p.58.
            
 
            5. Ibid, p.6o.
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            The Allure of Danger

         
 
         In her autobiography, Agatha Christie gives her first hint that she actually enjoys being frightened. (And of course later, when she came to write her detective stories, she capitalized on the fact that the same is true of most other people, who like herself, enjoyed being frightened but only up to a point and within safe limits).
         
 
         Agatha describes a terrifying game which she and her sister Madge played called ‘The Elder Sister’: a reference to an imaginary sibling senior to Madge and herself, who was mad and lived in a cave. Although Agatha, in her own words, would experience ‘indescribable terror’ when she and Madge played this game, nevertheless, she confessed that it was always played at her request. Similarly, the wood in the garden of her family home at Torquay was a place where her imagination could run wild.
         
 
         This archetypal wood held, for Agatha, the prospect not only of venturing into the unknown and being frightened, but also of experiencing a ‘secret delight…’. But why did she enjoy being frightened, or indeed terrified? Although there was no accounting for it, she did know that she was not alone, and that other children enjoyed stories to do with bears, wolves, and witches and so forth, just as she did. Could the reason be that there was something inside one which rebelled against a life that was ‘too safe’?  Did the fact that one was a human being imply that an element of danger was a necessity?1
         
 
         
             

         
 
         While staying in France, at Pau in the Pyrenees, Agatha found two friends, Dorothy and Mary, and the three of them got up to a great deal of mischief. When they found themselves on a narrow parapet where they were obliged to walk virtually one behind the other, it simply did not occur to them that what they were doing might be dangerous. In fact, the parapet was situated on the fourth floor of the hotel at which they were staying. She could not remember whether they looked down from that great height towards the ground below, but even if they had done, she doubted if any of them would have experienced giddiness, let alone have fallen off. At the Cauterets, Agatha was invited to go horse riding with her father and sister Madge, despite the fact that her mother had certain misgivings.2 Next morning, they mounted their horses – Agatha’s animal seeming to her to be of immense proportions –  and rode off, zig-zagging along up the ‘precipitous paths’ which she enjoyed enormously.3
         
 
         As for real-life fear, this is something which she experienced when an angry man threatened to boil the five-year-old Agatha alive for trespassing on his property. This is an experience she most certainly did not enjoy. At this point she was really terrified, imagining herself immersed in a cauldron of boiling water above a fire.4
         
 
         Agatha also experienced real fear following her father’s death in 1901, when her mother suffered a number of heart attacks. She would wake at night, her heart pounding, certain that her mother had died. She acknowledged that she had always been endowed with a surfeit of imagination, and that this characteristic which, in her view, was fundamental to the craft of the novelist, had been useful to her in her profession. However, the down side was that it could make the life of a person of her disposition unpleasant in other ways.5
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As Agatha grew up, the anticipation and thrill of danger remained with her. When friends of the family, the Ralston Patricks, took her for a ride in a motor car in the year 1909, she described it as one of the most ‘adventurous days’ of her life, Agatha described another car in which she was taken for a ride by its owner Mr Ankatell, as bright red, huge, powerful, and about 100 feet in length. This ‘frightening, exciting monster’ she found fascinating, with the gigantic pipes which protruded from it’ bodywork.6 In 1911, at a flying exhibition, and for the sum of £5, Agatha had a 5 minute flight; her first in an aeroplane, which she described as a ‘wonderful’ and ecstastic experience.7
         
 
         In At  Bertram’s  Hotel,  Agatha’s fictional character Lady Bess Sedgwick, appears to echo Agatha’s own feelings when she declares that running into danger had virtually become a habit with her. In fact, it was more than that; more of an addiction. It was like taking a drug: heroin, for example, which addicts felt obliged to take from time to time in order that life should seem ‘bright coloured and worth living’ to them. She, however, had never taken drugs. In fact, she had never felt the need for them; danger being her drug.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Later, Bess says that one cannot help the way one is. She herself was unconventional, unconcerned with the law, and ‘born to live dangerously’. Finally, having confessed to her crimes to Chief Inspector Davy, she also admits to him that he was absolutely correct when he said it was ‘fun’. She had adored every minute of it: the ‘scooping’ of money from banks, railway trains, post offices, and what she sarcastically called ‘security vans’! The planning of the operations he had also found fun. She would not have missed it for the world!
         
 
         Here Agatha (whose factotums Jane Marple and Hercule Poirot almost invariably relish the joy of bringing criminals to justice) appears for once to see the other side, i.e. life from the criminal’s point of view.
         
 
         Crime writer Val McDermid discusses the part fear and danger play in Agatha’s novels, and sums up the situation succinctly thus:
         
 
         
            One of the reasons we love any detective fiction is that it is safe to be scared in there, and we love to be scared safely. Adrenaline is a fantastic drug. It’s legal. It’s free, and we can turn it on almost at will. It’s the fight or flight mechanism… [but finally] the detective will save us from what is bad and horrible out there.8
            

         
 
         However, as far as murder – essential to the plot of so many of her books – is concerned, Agatha was easily able to separate fiction from reality. For her, and no doubt for the vast majority of her readers, capital crimes had to be kept firmly within the pages of the novel. As for real-life murder, she found the whole concept to be utterly abhorrent, as will be seen later.
         
 
         
      
            Notes
 
            1. Christie, Agatha. An Autobiography,   p.54.
            
 
            2. Ibid, p.77.
            
 
            3. Ibid, p.78.
            
 
            4. Ibid, p.35.
            
 
            5. Ibid, p.121.
            
 
            6.   Ibid, p.182.
            
 
            7. Ibid, p.193.
            
 
            8. *Warwick, Ben (writer and producer). 2005. The  Agatha  Christie  Code.  3DD Productions.
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            Terrifying Dreams

         
 
         To the outsider, Agatha as a child, led a seemingly idyllic existence. She lived in a beautiful place on the coast of the ‘English Riviera’; loved both her parents as they loved her, and although lacking friends of her own age, was able to compensate for this by creating friends in her imagination. However, in every Garden of Eden there is a serpent, which in her case took the form of terrifying dreams.
         
 
         For centuries, people have attempted to analyse dreams – the meaning of which can sometimes appear obvious, and at other times obscure. Agatha’s dreams are instructive, in that they shed light on her mental state as a child. They indicate that, surprising as it may seem, she was a person who suffered from deep feelings of insecurity As will be seen, this insecurity manifested itself most strongly when, in later life, a huge crisis occurred in which she had what would nowadays be termed a nervous breakdown.
         
 
         In attempting to understand Agatha’s bad dreams, it is first necessary to describe them. According to her, they centred around someone whom she called ‘The Gunman’. She had given him this appellation, not because he carried a gun, nor because she was frightened of him shooting her. The gun, described as an antiquated kind of musket, was simply an appendage of someone who otherwise appeared to her as a Frenchman in pale blue uniform; his hair powdered and done up in a pigtail, and wearing a tricorn hat. No, it was the mere presence of the Frenchman that frightened her, together with the fact that he would appear during the course of a very ordinary dream, say when she was at a tea party, or walking with family or friends, or attending a festive event. Suddenly, she would be overcome with a feeling of uneasiness, knowing that there was someone present ‘who  ought  not  to  be  there’. This feeling quickly gave way to ‘a horrid feeling of fear’, when she would suddenly see The Gunman, either sitting at the tea table, walking along a beach, or joining in with some party games. As soon as his pale blue eyes met hers, she would awake screaming, ‘The Gunman, The Gunman!’
         
 
         There were, however, variations to the dream in that The Gunman, instead of being a separate entity in himself, sometimes masqueraded as another person. For example, Agatha would be sitting at the tea-table when she would look across to one of her relations, or to a friend, and realize that it was not her aunt, her brother, or her mother whom she was looking at. Instead, as she looked at the familiar face with its characteristic, pale-blue eyes, she would suddenly realize that it really was The Gunman.1 Agatha herself had no idea what the origin of these dreams was. Could The Gunman have been derived from some story that she had read? No, she had never read anything about anyone who remotely resembled him!
         
 
         ‘Nightmares’  or  ‘Night  Terrors’?
         
 
         Experts in the field of sleep disorders differentiate between night terrors and nightmares:
         
 
         
            Night terrors, since they are disorders of arousal from the deepest sleep, occur typically, in the first part of the night – certainly the first half, and usually just a few hours after bedtime.
            

         
 
         On the other hand, ‘A nightmare… tends to occur towards the end of the night – in the early morning hours.’ In a night terror:
         
 
         
            Thrashing around, walking up and down in the crib, and seemingly terrified crying out are the results. He [or she] will not remember the night terror in the morning… Night terrors seem to occur in cycles. They may happen every night or so for several weeks, then disappear for months at a time. They are said to be outgrown by 8 years old in half the cases, but about a third of cases continue into adolescence.2
            

         
 
         In her autobiography, Agatha gives the impression that her bad dreams were most frequent when she was about the age of four,3 and makes no mention of them occurring in her teenage or adult years (even though certain traumatic events which occurred subsequently, were to remind her of them). From her description, it therefore appears, that what she suffered from as a child were night terrors (which an estimated five per cent of children experience), rather than nightmares; her symptoms appearing to fit well with the classical syndrome as described by psychiatrists.
         
 
         Origin  of ‘The  Gunman’
         
 
         Perhaps the germ for the idea of The Gunman, the subject of Agatha’s night terrors, was placed in her mind as a result of a game called ‘The Elder Sister’, which she used to play with her sister Madge. Just like The Gunman, this imaginary and terrifying Elder Sister was again ‘someone who  ought  not  to  be  there’.
         
 
         From Agatha’s description, The Gunman was definitely male by gender – a Frenchman in uniform, carrying an antiquated kind of musket.4 (Followers of the famous Austrian neurologist and founder of psychoanalysis Sigmund Freud, would undoubtedly support this view, seeing the musket as representing a masculine phallic symbol).
         
 
         Is it, therefore, possible that Agatha feared that someone of male identity would take the place of her family and friends, and in particular her mother Clara, just as The Gunman did in her night terrors? This in turn begs the question, if Agatha suffered from a sense of insecurity, then why?
         
 
         Attachment
         
 
         Dr John Bowlby has made a study of the importance and significance of the attachment which occurs between the young child and its family, and in particular its parents. (He defines ‘attachment’ as being ‘a reciprocal system of behaviours between an infant and a caregiver – generally the mother.’) Says Bowlby:
         
 
         
            It seems likely that early attachment to one, or a few close relatives holds portent for a person’s overall relational ability. Attachment predicts the ability to relate to many others; to establish trust, to form and retain friendships, and to engage in mutually satisfying emotional and physical relationships.5
            

         
 
         Bowlby also advances the view:
         
  
         
            that excessive separation anxiety is usually caused by adverse family experiences, such as repeated threats of abandonment or rejections by parents, or to parents’ or siblings’ illnesses or deaths, for which the child feels responsible.6
            

         
 
         Separation  Anxiety
         
 
         No one is suggesting that Agatha was, in reality, separated from her parents, or indeed that either of them had any desire or intention to abandon her. Quite the reverse, in fact. By not allowing Agatha to attend school, Clara made her daughter Agatha dependent on the home and family, and in particular, on herself and Nursie, far more than would normally have been the case for a child. (Even when Agatha did eventually go to school, it was only for two days a week).7 When Clara and Frederick decided to spend the winter on the Continent, they took Agatha with them. When Clara sent Agatha to Paris to continue her schooling there, once again she (Clara) accompanied her. It was the same when Clara went to Cairo to convalesce after an illness. So why on earth should Agatha feel that her parents might abandon her?
         
 
         Possible  Sources  of  this  Anxiety
         
 
         Of Agatha’s love for her parents and her home there is no doubt, and more than once she describes her own principal ambition as being to reproduce this idyllic environment by achieving a happy marriage herself. However, although Clara was there to comfort Agatha in times of trouble, as for instance when her canary ‘Goldie’ disappeared, or when she was ill,8 or when The Gunman appeared, and also to read her stories, one gets the overwhelming impression that the child spent the major part of her life alone – her older siblings, sister Madge and brother Monty; being away at boarding school. Finding herself lonely and largely isolated from other children, her survival mechanism was to invent a series of fictitious characters: they would be her companions in the absence of real, live ones. What little companionship she had, came either from her nanny, or from her governess, and she was devastated, first when ‘Nursie’ retired, and later when Marie Sijé returned to France.
         
 
         This imaginative and some might say over-sensitive child was aware that her own mother’s childhood had been disrupted when the latter was sent away to be brought up by an aunt, who effectively adopted her whilst her three brothers remained at home. The bitter indignation which welled up inside her, the result of being made to feel surplus to requirements, adversely affected Clara’s subsequent view of life, said Agatha. This unhappy event occurred as the result of an accident, in which Clara’s father, Captain Frederick Boehmer, was thrown from his horse and sustained fatal injuries, whereupon her mother Mary Ann, was left at the age of twenty-seven with four children, and only her widow’s pension to rely upon.9 Did Agatha fear that a similar calamity might befall her own family? However, in no way could Frederick Boehmer be described in this context as a threatening figure, like The Gunman.
         
 
         There were other factors which may have played a part in making Agatha feel insecure. Perhaps she wondered whether, like her two siblings, she would be sent to boarding school and was apprehensive on this account. Also, there was the fact that neither of her parents enjoyed good health. Were she to lose one, or even both of them, then this would be an even greater catastrophe.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Agatha’s novel Unfinished  Portrait,  although purportedly fictional, is transparently semi-autobiographical, and it sheds further light on Agatha’s (Celia in the story) dreams. It also indicates that not all of these dreams were of an unpleasant nature. Some were ‘just funny and queer’, about events which had actually happened, but which had become confused. Other dreams were ‘specially nice’ – about places with which she was familiar, and yet which in the dreams, seemed different. It was difficult for her to understand why having these dreams should be ‘so thrilling’, but none the less, it was.
         
 
         Celia would dream that at the bottom of her garden, instead of the ugly red-brick house (presumably belonging to a neighbour), which was present in real life, there were ‘dream fields’. Her greatest thrill was to dream of secret rooms within the confines of her house – access to them being through the pantry, or even from her father’s study. She would then forget all about them until the next time, when she would dream of them again with an ecstatic feeling of déjà vu. Even though each time the rooms were quite different, that same ‘curious secret joy’ also returned whenever she rediscovered them. She would dream of a railway line which ran down to a lovely green valley with a shining stream, where primroses carpeted the banks and the woods.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         These are what Sigmund Freud would have called ‘wish-fulfilment’ dreams – those which reflect the hopes and aspirations of the dreamer.
         
 
         
      
            Notes
 
            1. Christie, Agatha. An  Autobiography,  p.36.
            
 
            2. http://www.drhull.com/EncyMaster/N/night_terrors.html 17.01.2006 encyclopae-diaindex.
            
 
            3. Christie, op.cit., p.36.
            
 
            4. Ibid, p.36.
            
 
            5. Hoover, John H. John  Bowlby  on  Human  Attachment, http://www.cyc-net.org/cyc.online/cycol–0304–bowlby.html 18.01.2006.
            
 
            6.   Hoover, op.cit.
            
 
            7. Christie, op.cit., p.153.
            
 
            8.  Ibid, p.25.
            
 
            9. Ibid, p.15.
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