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Again, we play the Devil's Advocate with regard to any kind of time requirement for a book to be called a classic. Mark Twain's "Joan of Arc" may be relevantly recent, but in our language we would call it a classic. Maybe it has not passed the test of time but we feel there are enough indications that it will.

Then there is the test of some kind of deep worth in a work and not just its vulgar appeal. Yet, why shouldn't the vulgar also have their say in what is classical.

So we look at the topic of Detective and Mystery literature, and also again, the Devil's Advocate begs for any intelligent criticism that friends and foes might heap upon him in this regard, because he is severely neophyte and NIOS needs expert opinions to fill-up and illuminate it's Classical Bookshelf.

In our wanderings we haven't the slightest idea of the oldest occurrence of Detective storys. Does anybody know the origin? However, in conclusion we would have to say that the only thing we have so far found of rather essential value is G. K. Chesterton's The Innocence of Father Brown, and we hope that our librarian, Pandita Srinivasa Das, will be able to put it in our NIOS website. Mr. Chesterton's biography is also edifying and we include a link below.

We read the second Father Brown series and it is intellectually a little stimulating but does not have the useful edge of religious life found in the first series, "The Innocence of …".

Even the first, a very strict reader may skip it, but there is worth in it's reading for several reasons.


✓
HISTORY - Like Dame Agatha Christies and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's, Sherlock Holmes, books, they give us a very rich view of the history of British culture and of course that is one of the reasons we read classical literature, to find the cultural heritage that makes us how we are and informs us where we can go.


✓
CRAFTSMANSHIP - Of course, if we are trying one day to write classical literature, popular literature, then we have much to learn from seeing the craftsmanship of the masters, and with an estimated 4 billion books in print, Dame A. Chritsty classifies as one of the greatest  Mistress.

We have extracted a taste of "The Innocence of Father Brown" below and that maybe enough for some. Further links are given. For those whose passions, like our own Pig in the Trough, might run to this genre we would recommend just the first A. Christy novel, "Secret Adversary" - http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/1155

and the first of the Sherlock Holmes adventures, "A Study in Scarlet" - http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/244

It is curious that Dame Agatha left her body, went to her reward, on the same day as the incorporation of ISKCON of the Bay Area, our ISKCON Berkeley Temple, 12 January 1976, which interestingly is our birthday. (It is interesting to us, maybe not to you.)

An Extract from:

THE INNOCENCE OF FATHER BROWN
      http://www.gutenberg.org/browse/authors/c#a80

By G. K. Chesterton

      http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G._K._Chesterton

                  Contents

                  The Blue Cross

                  The Secret Garden

                  The Queer Feet

                  The Flying Stars

                  The Invisible Man

                  The Honour of Israel Gow

                  The Wrong Shape

                  The Sins of Prince Saradine

                  The Hammer of God

                  The Eye of Apollo

                  The Sign of the Broken Sword

                  The Three Tools of Death

The Blue Cross
… "Well, I think that other worlds may perhaps rise higher than our

reason. The mystery of heaven is unfathomable, and I for one can only

bow my head."

Then, with brow yet bent and without changing by the faintest shade his

attitude or voice, he added:

"Just hand over that sapphire cross of yours, will you? We're all alone

here, and I could pull you to pieces like a straw doll."

The utterly unaltered voice and attitude added a strange violence to

that shocking change of speech. But the guarder of the relic only seemed

to turn his head by the smallest section of the compass. He seemed still

to have a somewhat foolish face turned to the stars. Perhaps he had not

understood. Or, perhaps, he had understood and sat rigid with terror.

"Yes," said the tall priest, in the same low voice and in the same still

posture, "yes, I am Flambeau."

Then, after a pause, he said:

"Come, will you give me that cross?"

"No," said the other, and the monosyllable had an odd sound.

Flambeau suddenly flung off all his pontifical pretensions. The great

robber leaned back in his seat and laughed low but long.

"No," he cried, "you won't give it me, you proud prelate. You won't give

it me, you little celibate simpleton (italics our, HpS). Shall I tell you why you won't

give it me? Because I've got it already in my own breast-pocket."

The small man from Essex turned what seemed to be a dazed face in the

dusk, and said, with the timid eagerness of "The Private Secretary":

"Are--are you sure?"

Flambeau yelled with delight.

"Really, you're as good as a three-act farce," he cried. "Yes, you

turnip, I am quite sure. I had the sense to make a duplicate of the

right parcel, and now, my friend, you've got the duplicate and I've got

the jewels. An old dodge, Father Brown--a very old dodge."

"Yes," said Father Brown, and passed his hand through his hair with the

same strange vagueness of manner. "Yes, I've heard of it before."

The colossus of crime leaned over to the little rustic priest with a

sort of sudden interest.

"You have heard of it?" he asked. "Where have you heard of it?"

"Well, I mustn't tell you his name, of course," said the little man

simply. "He was a penitent, you know. He had lived prosperously for

about twenty years entirely on duplicate brown paper parcels. And so,

you see, when I began to suspect you, I thought of this poor chap's way

of doing it at once."

"Began to suspect me?" repeated the outlaw with increased intensity.

"Did you really have the gumption to suspect me just because I brought

you up to this bare part of the heath?"

"No, no," said Brown with an air of apology. "You see, I suspected you

when we first met. It's that little bulge up the sleeve where you people

have the spiked bracelet."

"How in Tartarus," cried Flambeau, "did you ever hear of the spiked

bracelet?"

"Oh, one's little flock, you know!" said Father Brown, arching his

eyebrows rather blankly. "When I was a curate in Hartlepool, there were

three of them with spiked bracelets. So, as I suspected you from the

first, don't you see, I made sure that the cross should go safe, anyhow.

I'm afraid I watched you, you know. So at last I saw you change the

parcels. Then, don't you see, I changed them back again. And then I left

the right one behind."

"Left it behind?" repeated Flambeau, and for the first time there was

another note in his voice beside his triumph.

"Well, it was like this," said the little priest, speaking in the same

unaffected way. "I went back to that sweet-shop and asked if I'd left a

parcel, and gave them a particular address if it turned up. Well, I knew

I hadn't; but when I went away again I did. So, instead of running after

me with that valuable parcel, they have sent it flying to a friend of

mine in Westminster." Then he added rather sadly: "I learnt that, too,

from a poor fellow in Hartlepool. He used to do it with handbags he

stole at railway stations, but he's in a monastery now. Oh, one gets to

know, you know," he added, rubbing his head again with the same sort of

desperate apology. "We can't help being priests. People come and tell us

these things."

Flambeau tore a brown-paper parcel out of his inner pocket and rent it

in pieces. There was nothing but paper and sticks of lead inside it. He

sprang to his feet with a gigantic gesture, and cried:

"I don't believe you. I don't believe a bumpkin like you could manage

all that. I believe you've still got the stuff on you, and if you don't

give it up--why, we're all alone, and I'll take it by force!"

"No," said Father Brown simply, and stood up also, "you won't take it

by force. First, because I really haven't still got it. And, second,

because we are not alone."

Flambeau stopped in his stride forward.

"Behind that tree," said Father Brown, pointing, "are two strong

policemen and the greatest detective alive. How did they come here, do

you ask? Why, I brought them, of course! How did I do it? Why, I'll tell

you if you like! Lord bless you, we have to know twenty such things

when we work among the criminal classes! Well, I wasn't sure you were

a thief, and it would never do to make a scandal against one of our

own clergy. So I just tested you to see if anything would make you show

yourself. A man generally makes a small scene if he finds salt in his

coffee; if he doesn't, he has some reason for keeping quiet. I changed

the salt and sugar, and you kept quiet. A man generally objects if

his bill is three times too big. If he pays it, he has some motive for

passing unnoticed. I altered your bill, and you paid it."

The world seemed waiting for Flambeau to leap like a tiger. But he was

held back as by a spell; he was stunned with the utmost curiosity.

"Well," went on Father Brown, with lumbering lucidity, "as you wouldn't

leave any tracks for the police, of course somebody had to. At every

place we went to, I took care to do something that would get us talked

about for the rest of the day. I didn't do much harm--a splashed wall,

spilt apples, a broken window; but I saved the cross, as the cross will

always be saved. It is at Westminster by now. I rather wonder you didn't

stop it with the Donkey's Whistle."

"With the what?" asked Flambeau.

"I'm glad you've never heard of it," said the priest, making a face.

"It's a foul thing. I'm sure you're too good a man for a Whistler. I

couldn't have countered it even with the Spots myself; I'm not strong

enough in the legs."

"What on earth are you talking about?" asked the other.

"Well, I did think you'd know the Spots," said Father Brown, agreeably

surprised. "Oh, you can't have gone so very wrong yet!"

"How in blazes do you know all these horrors?" cried Flambeau.

The shadow of a smile crossed the round, simple face of his clerical

opponent.

"Oh, by being a celibate simpleton, I suppose," he said. "Has it never

struck you that a man who does next to nothing but hear men's real sins

is not likely to be wholly unaware of human evil? But, as a matter of

fact, another part of my trade, too, made me sure you weren't a priest."

"What?" asked the thief, almost gaping.

"You attacked reason," said Father Brown. "It's bad theology."

And even as he turned away to collect his property, the three policemen

came out from under the twilight trees. Flambeau was an artist and a

sportsman. He stepped back and swept Valentin a great bow.

"Do not bow to me, mon ami," said Valentin with silver clearness. "Let

us both bow to our master."

And they both stood an instant uncovered while the little Essex priest

blinked about for his umbrella.

…

The Flying Stars
… In the large entrance hall of the house there was ample room even for

Sir Leopold and the removal of his wraps. Porch and vestibule, indeed,

were unduly large in proportion to the house, and formed, as it were, a

big room with the front door at one end, and the bottom of the staircase

at the other. In front of the large hall fire, over which hung the

colonel's sword, the process was completed and the company, including

the saturnine Crook, presented to Sir Leopold Fischer. That venerable

financier, however, still seemed struggling with portions of his

well-lined attire, and at length produced from a very interior tail-coat

pocket, a black oval case which he radiantly explained to be his

Christmas present for his god-daughter. With an unaffected vain-glory

that had something disarming about it he held out the case before them

all; it flew open at a touch and half-blinded them. It was just as if a

crystal fountain had spurted in their eyes. In a nest of orange velvet

lay like three eggs, three white and vivid diamonds that seemed to set

the very air on fire all round them. Fischer stood beaming benevolently

and drinking deep of the astonishment and ecstasy of the girl, the grim

admiration and gruff thanks of the colonel, the wonder of the whole

group.

"I'll put 'em back now, my dear," said Fischer, returning the case to

the tails of his coat. "I had to be careful of 'em coming down. They're

the three great African diamonds called 'The Flying Stars,' because

they've been stolen so often. All the big criminals are on the track;

but even the rough men about in the streets and hotels could hardly have

kept their hands off them. I might have lost them on the road here. It

was quite possible."

…

There were hollows and bowers at the extreme end of that leafy garden,

in which the laurels and other immortal shrubs showed against sapphire

sky and silver moon, even in that midwinter, warm colours as of the

south. The green gaiety of the waving laurels, the rich purple indigo

of the night, the moon like a monstrous crystal, make an almost

irresponsible romantic picture; and among the top branches of the garden

trees a strange figure is climbing, who looks not so much romantic as

impossible. He sparkles from head to heel, as if clad in ten million

moons; the real moon catches him at every movement and sets a new inch

of him on fire. But he swings, flashing and successful, from the short

tree in this garden to the tall, rambling tree in the other, and only

stops there because a shade has slid under the smaller tree and has

unmistakably called up to him.

"Well, Flambeau," says the voice, "you really look like a Flying Star;

but that always means a Falling Star at last."

The silver, sparkling figure above seems to lean forward in the laurels

and, confident of escape, listens to the little figure below.

"You never did anything better, Flambeau. It was clever to come from

Canada (with a Paris ticket, I suppose) just a week after Mrs. Adams

died, when no one was in a mood to ask questions. It was cleverer to

have marked down the Flying Stars and the very day of Fischer's coming.

But there's no cleverness, but mere genius, in what followed. Stealing

the stones, I suppose, was nothing to you. You could have done it by

sleight of hand in a hundred other ways besides that pretence of putting

a paper donkey's tail to Fischer's coat. But in the rest you eclipsed

yourself."

The silvery figure among the green leaves seems to linger as if

hypnotised, though his escape is easy behind him; he is staring at the

man below.

"Oh, yes," says the man below, "I know all about it. I know you not

only forced the pantomime, but put it to a double use. You were going

to steal the stones quietly; news came by an accomplice that you were

already suspected, and a capable police officer was coming to rout you

up that very night. A common thief would have been thankful for the

warning and fled; but you are a poet. You already had the clever notion

of hiding the jewels in a blaze of false stage jewellery. Now, you saw

that if the dress were a harlequin's the appearance of a policeman

would be quite in keeping. The worthy officer started from Putney police

station to find you, and walked into the queerest trap ever set in this

world. When the front door opened he walked straight on to the stage of

a Christmas pantomime, where he could be kicked, clubbed, stunned and

drugged by the dancing harlequin, amid roars of laughter from all

the most respectable people in Putney. Oh, you will never do anything

better. And now, by the way, you might give me back those diamonds."

The green branch on which the glittering figure swung, rustled as if in

astonishment; but the voice went on:

"I want you to give them back, Flambeau, and I want you to give up this

life. There is still youth and honour and humour in you; don't fancy

they will last in that trade. Men may keep a sort of level of good, but

no man has ever been able to keep on one level of evil. That road goes

down and down. The kind man drinks and turns cruel; the frank man kills

and lies about it. Many a man I've known started like you to be an

honest outlaw, a merry robber of the rich, and ended stamped into slime.

Maurice Blum started out as an anarchist of principle, a father of the

poor; he ended a greasy spy and tale-bearer that both sides used and

despised. Harry Burke started his free money movement sincerely enough;

now he's sponging on a half-starved sister for endless brandies and

sodas. Lord Amber went into wild society in a sort of chivalry; now he's

paying blackmail to the lowest vultures in London. Captain Barillon

was the great gentleman-apache before your time; he died in a madhouse,

screaming with fear of the "narks" and receivers that had betrayed

him and hunted him down. I know the woods look very free behind you,

Flambeau; I know that in a flash you could melt into them like a monkey.

But some day you will be an old grey monkey, Flambeau. You will sit up

in your free forest cold at heart and close to death, and the tree-tops

will be very bare."

Everything continued still, as if the small man below held the other in

the tree in some long invisible leash; and he went on:

"Your downward steps have begun. You used to boast of doing nothing

mean, but you are doing something mean tonight. You are leaving

suspicion on an honest boy with a good deal against him already; you are

separating him from the woman he loves and who loves him. But you will

do meaner things than that before you die."

Three flashing diamonds fell from the tree to the turf. The small man

stooped to pick them up, and when he looked up again the green cage of

the tree was emptied of its silver bird.

The restoration of the gems (accidentally picked up by Father Brown, of

all people) ended the evening in uproarious triumph; and Sir Leopold, in

his height of good humour, even told the priest that though he himself

had broader views, he could respect those whose creed required them to

be cloistered and ignorant of this world.

…

The Sins of Prince Saradine
When Flambeau took his month's holiday from his office in Westminster

he took it in a small sailing-boat, so small that it passed much of its

time as a rowing-boat. He took it, moreover, in little rivers in the

Eastern counties, rivers so small that the boat looked like a magic

boat, sailing on land through meadows and cornfields. The vessel was

just comfortable for two people; there was room only for necessities,

and Flambeau had stocked it with such things as his special philosophy

considered necessary. They reduced themselves, apparently, to four

essentials: tins of salmon, if he should want to eat; loaded revolvers,

if he should want to fight; a bottle of brandy, presumably in case he

should faint; and a priest, presumably in case he should die. With this

light luggage he crawled down the little Norfolk rivers, intending to

reach the Broads at last, but meanwhile delighting in the overhanging

gardens and meadows, the mirrored mansions or villages, lingering to

fish in the pools and corners, and in some sense hugging the shore.

Like a true philosopher, Flambeau had no aim in his holiday; but, like a

true philosopher, he had an excuse. He had a sort of half purpose, which

he took just so seriously that its success would crown the holiday, but

just so lightly that its failure would not spoil it.  … 

###

