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THE SOLUTION OF



THE RIDDLESDALE MYSTERY





WITH



A REPORT



OF THE TRIAL OF



THE DUKE OF DENVER





BEFORE THE HOUSE OF LORDS



FOR



MURDER


The inimitable stories of Tong-king never have any real ending, and this one, being in his most elevated style, has even less end than most of them. But the whole narrative is permeated with the odour of joss-sticks and honourable high-mindedness, and the two characters are both of noble birth. – The Wallet of Kai-Lung
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WIMSEY, PETER DEATH BREDON

This re-issue of Clouds of Witness


INTRODUCTION

Lord Peter Wimsey’s mother, we learn from Clouds of Witness, Dorothy L. Sayers’ second novel, published in 1926, ‘suffered much from the adjacent presence of her daughter-in-law, whose misfortune it was to become disagreeable when she was unhappy – perhaps the heaviest curse that can be laid on man, who is born to sorrow.’

When I first read Dorothy L. Sayers, sardonic, intelligent lines like that made me fall in love with her books. I also liked Wimsey’s passion for finding out the truth at all costs, and the paradox that – despite his aristocratic background – he hated snobbery. Sayers appealed to my latent feminist impulses too, for there was nothing soppy about her women, who seemed much more free and independent-minded than most of those I knew in the Ireland of the late 1950s at the time when I became a precocious Sayers fan.

The striking female characters in this book alone include the wilful Lady Mary Wimsey, frequenter of the Soviet Club and acquirer of unsuitable suitors, stolid Mrs Marchbanks, who went out shooting with the men, Elle, the decidedly undeferential housemaid, and the chilly Duchess of Denver, for whom it was impossible to be sorry even when her husband was charged with murder. Primus inter pares is the no-nonsense Dowager Duchess, whose response to hearing that her elder son is suspected of murder and may have his life ended on the gallows, is to become vigorously involved in the investigation. Lord Peter recalls that in response to his praise of her talents as a detective she had once observed: ‘My dear child, you can give it a long name if you like, but I’m an old-fashioned woman and I call it mother-wit, and it’s so rare for a man to have it that if he does you write a book about him and call him Sherlock Holmes.’

I didn’t know it at the time, but the sexual shenanigans in Clouds of Witness had been inspired by Dorothy Sayers’ own chaotic love life, which would cause her prolonged misery. As bad as Lady Mary at choosing men, she had been passionately in love with the exotic Russian-Jewish-American writer, John Cournos (born Ivan Grigorievich Korshun), who left her because her conscience prohibited sex outside marriage, a state he insisted was not for him. On the rebound, she had an affair with a married man who taught her about sexual pleasure but for whom she ‘didn’t care twopence’. He then refused to share responsibility for the child she conceived by him.

Her distress intensified by the discovery that Cournos had married, she began Clouds of Witness in 1924 during her hidden pregnancy and wrote it uncharacteristically slowly as she came to terms with being separated from John Anthony, brought up for her by her cousin Ivy and passed off thereafter as her adopted son.

But there is much more to this novel than quips and unrequited love, and it includes two unforgettable Sayers set pieces. There is the brilliantly described near-death of Peter Wimsey and the extraordinary trial scene in the House of Lords. As I reread the book just now for the fourth or fifth time, I realised how much in my own fiction I owe Sayers, from whom I unconsciously absorbed a taste for making fun of the dafter aspects of the British establishment.

Managing to produce a clever story replete with tension and full of incidental humour when her heart was breaking: what a pro was Dorothy Sayers and how courageously she transcended her sufferings during the rest of her life! She could have been describing her older self when in Clouds of Witness she gave to the brilliant Sir Impey Biggs, K.C. (of whom the Dowager Duchess had once observed that he was ‘the handsomest man in England, and no woman will ever care twopence for him’) the line: ‘Time and trouble will tame an advanced young woman, but an advanced old woman is uncontrollable by any earthly force.’
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