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Foreword by R. W. Green

‘Sugar and spice and all things nice’ is how poet Robert Southey described little girls in a nursery rhyme sometimes known as ‘What Are Little Boys Made Of?’. That rhyme is part of a longer poem about what pretty much everyone is made of. But ‘Sugar and spice and all things nice’ doesn’t sound much like Agatha Raisin, does it?

Agatha’s a grown woman, not a little girl, but you’d hope that some of the ‘all things nice’ might have stuck. Well, maybe it didn’t stick entirely. Some years ago, when M. C. Beaton (Marion) was talking to me about Agatha, she described her ace detective as being vain, short-tempered, jealous, selfish, demeaning and judgemental . . . but not so much that we’d ever hate her. Her greatest redeeming quality is that, ultimately, she has a heart of gold, and most of her less attractive character traits aren’t as horrendously bad as they might be. In fact, they’re just bad enough to allow her to say and do things that most of us would never dare. Marion always took great delight in letting Agatha say things she would have liked to say herself. Mind you, Marion wasn’t known for holding back. She’d speak her mind when she wanted to, but I know that she, just like most of the rest of us, suffered from the frustration of coming up with exactly what she should have said about an hour after she needed to have said it! Agatha suffers from no such affliction.

In Sugar and Spite, Agatha encounters three women whose friendship has turned from spice to spite, and the more she delves into their backgrounds, the more the darker side of their nature is revealed. Like Agatha, the three women are, of course, fictional characters, but some of their circumstances are very real. For example, they defend their ‘right to roam’ across a farmer’s land, which is a contentious issue in the UK, where most areas of countryside are owned by someone. There are areas of public or ‘common’ land but, in general, if you’re out in the countryside, the patch of ground you’re standing on belongs to somebody, somewhere.

Public access to privately owned land generally extends to mountains, moors and heathland, and usually excludes using any kind of vehicle. Walkers can hike across the land as long as they do so responsibly, and entering any fields or enclosures where there is livestock or crops under cultivation is usually forbidden.

Naturally, farmers are unhappy about ramblers appearing on their land. Such visitors often bring their dogs, and dogs will chase sheep, causing pregnant ewes to lose their unborn lambs or even die of heart failure, such is the stress caused by a dog – even one who just wants to play. People can also unwittingly spread disease, infecting livestock. Travel restrictions and the closure of public rights of way were imposed when the UK suffered a devastating outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease in 2001.

Almost twenty years prior to the foot-and-mouth disaster, Britain’s farmers had to endure the spread of BSE (bovine spongiform encephalopathy), also known as ‘mad cow disease’, which resulted in the slaughter of four million cattle. It is, therefore, entirely understandable that farmers are reluctant to allow ramblers to go tromping across their land, potentially spreading infections from one farm to another. There probably wouldn’t have been any real problem, however, with access to the woods visited by the ‘twitchers’ in this story.

Twitchers are a real phenomenon, some saying that the term comes from these bird enthusiasts acting like small birds themselves, constantly alert and twitching, ready to race off when any sighting of a rare bird is reported. Unlike other birdwatchers, who will patiently and methodically observe, photograph, record and study their subjects, twitchers want to notch up the greatest number of sightings they possibly can. That’s why rumours of a magnolia warbler sighting in the woods prove irresistible to the twitchers in this story – only a handful have ever been recorded in the UK. A magnolia warbler in the Cotswolds would cause huge excitement.

The Cotswolds and the fictional village of Carsely are Agatha’s home territory. Unlike her previous adventure in Killing Time, when she visited Mallorca, in Sugar and Spite, Agatha stays close to home and it’s important that she does so. After all, even though it’s just a small village tucked away among woodlands, hills and fields, there’s always plenty happening in and around Carsely that requires Agatha’s detection skills! Carsely is very much part of the cast of characters in any Agatha Raisin tale – another thing that Marion always stressed. Other characters come and go, playing greater or lesser roles in Agatha’s adventures, but, no matter where else she travels in the UK or abroad, she will always come home to Carsely.

I hope you enjoy your latest visit to Carsely, too!

R. W. Green, 2025





What are little girls made of?

What are little girls made of?

Sugar and spice

And all things nice

That’s what little girls are made of

English poet Robert Southey, c.1820
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