
INTRODUOTION

When I told my agent a few years ago that I
was going to write a detective story, he recovered
as quickly as could be expected, but made it clear
to me (as a succession of editors and publishers
made it clear, later, to him) that what the coun­
try wanted from "a well-known Punch humorist"
,vas a "humorous story." However, I was re­
solved upon a life of crime; and the result was
such that when, two years afterwards, I an­
nounced that I was writing a book of nursery
rhymes, my agent and my publisher were equally,
convinced that what the English-speaking na~
tions most desired was a new detective story.
Another two years have gone by; the public ap­
petite has changed once more; and it is obvious
now that a new detective story, written in the
face of this steady terrestrial demand for chil­
dren's books, would be in the worst of taste. So
I content myself, for the moment, with an intro­
duction to this new edition of The Red H OUS6

Mystery.
I have a passion for detective stories. Of beer

(if I may mention it) an enthusiast has said that
it could never be bad, but that some brands
might be better than others; in the same spirit
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(if I may use the word) I approach every new
detective story. This is not to say that I am un­
critical. On the contrary, I have all sorts of
curious preferences, and the author has to satisfy
me on many strange matters before I can award
him an honorary degree. Thus, to take a point,
I prefer that a detective story sho1J.ldbe written
in English. I remember reading one in which a
peculiarly fascinating murder had been com­
mitted, and there was much speculation as to
how the criminal had broken into the murdered
man's library. The detective, however, (said the
author) "was more concerned to discover how
the murderer had effected an egress." It is, to
me, a distressing thought that in nine-tenths of
the detective stories of the world murderers are
continually effecting egresses when they might
just as easily go out. The sleuth, the hero, the
many suspected all use this same strange tongue,
and we may be forgiven for feeling that neither
the natural excitement of killing the right man,
nor the strain of suspecting the wrong one, is
sufficient excuse for so steady a flow of bad
langua~e.

On the great Love question opinions may be
divided, but for myself I will have none of it.
A reader, all agog to know whether the white
substance on the muffins was arsenic or face­
powder cannot be held up while Roland clasps
Angela's hand "a moment longer than the cus­
tomary usages of society dictate." Much might




