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 Writers of detective novels are aware of the need for striking settings and plots to entice 

and entertain their prospective readers. In a highly competitive market, a writer must define a 

personal territory. The late Tony Hillerman, for instance, wrote about the American southwest. 

P .D. James centres her world in modern-day London.  My first detective mystery, THE BOY 

MUST DIE, was set on the Canadian prairies in the early twenty-first century. My second—

TRUMPETS SOUND NO MORE--is set in London in 1840. This book, which won the 2008 

Arthur Ellis Award for Best Crime Novel, is the subject of my talk today. I want to share with 

you what I know about creating detective fiction and how I researched and composed this 

particular historical. 

To give you some context I’d like to begin with the plot and setting of the novel. 

 

“Let us begin with London, a singular immensity, a Babylon of curiosities, none more 

splendid than the edifice on the corner of Brydges and Russell Streets, the queen of theatres, Old 

Drury. Granted, she is formidable, a pile of marble dressed with a portico. Her classical exterior 

suggest a court of law. But enter her front doors, draw in the perfume of oranges and human 

sweat. The huge auditorium contains benches, boxes, gaslight chandeliers….Here is the stage, the 

terrain of the painted actor, Hecate’s Cave of Illusions….Old Drury stands oblivious, a domain of 

dreams beyond the grime and cruelty of the greater London world.” 

 

  London in the year, 1840, was the home of writers Charles Dickens and William 

Makepeace Thackeray among other celebrities. The young recently-married Queen Victoria 

resided at Kensington Palace. A building boom in suburbs and public works was in progress; the 

population was just under two million and since 1790, baptisms had exceeded burials. (Ackroyd, 

519). The Strand was widened and there was in the planning a newly fashioned Trafalgar Square. 

London in 1840 was the centre of new technology—the railway, the glass-plate camera, gas light 

street lighting. It was also a place of slums, prisons and work houses where the poor went to 

labour and die. For the growing middle class, a typical six-day work week began at seven in the 

morning and ended at six. Public entertainment for the most part was live theatre. There were 

over forty at the time Dickens wrote his classic, “A Christmas Carol.” Two of the largest were 
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situated in the heart of London, Drury Lane—nicknamed ‘Old Drury’--and Covent Garden. 

Known as the theatre royals, Shakespeare as well as opera and melodramas were performed on 

their stages. Up to three thousand spectators could attend performances, the seats ranging in price 

from two shillings to a ha’ penny. This was a theatre of sensation, spectacle, and star performers, 

based solely on box office returns, a competitive venture run by ruthless producers. No copyright 

existed for original plays; rivalry for audiences and profit was intense. It was, in a word, a ‘cut-

throat’ business. 

What better atmosphere for a murder mystery? 

The action begins in late December. One cold morning the body of one of London’s 

youngest and most successful theatre entrepreneurs—a man named Samuel Cake—is found 

beaten to death by his own walking stick in a fashionable house on Doughty Street, a 

neighborhood of genteel and well-heeled Londoners located a few blocks north of Lincoln’s Inn 

Fields. Inspector Owen Endersby is commanded by his supervisor to pursue the’ verdict of 

murder’ handed down by the coroner and to apprehend—within six days—the perpetrator of this 

disgraceful crime. With the assistance of his sergeant-at-hand, Mr. Caldwell, and the 

encouragement of his goodly wife, Harriet, the inspector begins his search for the killer and soon 

must contend with street vendors, costermen, downstairs servants, theatre directors, actors, 

actresses, opera singers and acrobats. In a word, the inspector must travel through the glittering if 

dangerous underworld of London’s theatre. 

Many questions plague Endersby: who had motive ? the means and occasion to commit 

the crime? Why did the victim, Samuel Cake, live in an elegant if empty, unfurnished house? 

Why was one of London’s greatest tragic actresses so distraught and yet jubilant at the news of 

Cake’s death? These and many odd clues—a disputed contract, promissory notes, a single glove 

stained with blood, among others—test Endersby’s powers of logic and his patience.  

As a member of the London Detective Police, he must rely on a limited number of 

investigative techniques to solve his crime. This was a time before CSI, before blood analysis, 

finger-prints as evidence, and DNA profiling. In fact, the methods used were often not 

respectable or even lawful—the means justifying the ends—and Endersby and his sergeant must 

resort to disguise, break and enter, bribery, mail tampering and physical coercion. 

Throughout his investigation, Endersby meets and questions the theatre professionals of 

the capital until, at last, at the ultimate moment of revelation, he finds himself at Old Drury 

during an extravagant Christmas spectacle to which her majesty Queen Victoria and her young 
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husband, Prince Albert, have consented to attend. The novel ends with a poignant confession and 

an arrest. The balance of Lady Justice has been  restored. And yet, others have been affected by 

this murder—one a young romantic coster girl who became a victim of love and her own guile. 

The novel ends on a melancholy chord: 

 

“And when the fall of midnight comes and trumpets sound no more, the great house of 

Old Drury shall empty. The tiers above once crowded with silken gowns inevitably become like 

ancient mausoleums, abandoned places of pillars and grandiose arches. The galleries, pounded, 

porter-stained, pissed upon, once hot and swarming, resign to fetid darkness….the lamps grow 

dim. With all her phantoms fled, Old Drury stands for a blink in time as nothing more than a bulk 

of stone.” 

  

When I began to research this period I discovered that London was developing a whole 

new system of law and order. Crime—especially robbery and murder—was on the rise. Until 

their disbanding in 1839 the Bow Street Runners were a branch of the Metropolitan Police 

founded by Sir Robert Peel noted for their detective work. They were not, at first, a respected 

group of law and order men, often resorting to violence and coercion to get a conviction. The 

Runners who did not wear the uniforms of the Peelers—a top hat and blue frock coat-- were paid 

on commission by the Lord Mayor according to the number of felons they could secure and thus 

were open to bribery and corrupt reporting of events.  

In 1840, however, a new institution—the London Detective Police Force—was trained 

and paid salaries to solve crimes. These men wore plain clothes, carried staffs and cudgels but no 

pistols, often disguised themselves with wigs and false accents, frequently entered homes and 

offices of suspects to witness confessions. These detectives were challenged in ways unknown to 

modern police for they had no post-twentieth century profiling techniques. 

It was this facet of their professional lives which inspired me to create my detective, 

Owen Endersby. As a crime novelist I believe it is essential the central figure of a murder mystery 

be a respected, likeable and complex person who suffers doubt, anger, hope and fear, but who 

also represents a mind of reason and analysis. Owen Endersby is a man of intuition as much as 

hard logic; he loves to map out what he calls the ‘by-ways of the Criminal Mentality.’ 
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“It was his habit to ponder a crime scene, to imagine it before the crime had taken place, 

piecing together what he surmised was its original state, then matching that image to what his 

eyes presented to him in the present moment. This was one of his by-ways, one of the paths he 

liked to wander to gather a first impression…..Logic and perception and persistence: these were 

Endersby’s guiding words.” 

  

One of his favored methods is asking questions that seem innocent in the context of a 

murder investigation but which provide him with telling answers to the way people remember the 

truth. Once Endersby starts a case, he concentrates on its every detail, suspecting everyone but 

blaming no-one until he has sufficient proof as to motive, opportunity and means. 

 

“Wanton brutality must not run unchecked. To effect retribution…indeed, this was the 

stone wall he must scale. Endersby knew now he was caught. He knew his passion for truth and 

justice would twist him, pang him worse than his gouty foot, force him to lie in an uneasy bed. 

Like a light in darkness, he thought: as a man, a husband, a Londoner, a policeman—all my 

energy will be bent on vindication.” 

         

              While creating my detective’s moral imperatives, I also wished to show his lifestyle in 

this particular historical period. Thus, readers accompany him to see an opera, a melodrama, a 

famous Italian acrobat; they sit with him at his dining table and join in his meals, many of them 

created by a French-trained cook. Readers are also privileged to enter his private rooms and see 

his collection of waistcoats, to see him share affection and distress with his wife…in other words, 

to know the man as well as the detective. 

       

In order to understand the challenge of writing a detective story, it is necessary to say a 

few words about the nature of crime writing.  For the most part, detective novels are built on an 

accepted formula and contain a set of various conventions. Mysteries and thrillers are sometimes 

confused as being one in the same thing. It is true that thrillers contain mysterious  elements—

secrets, hidden messages, ambiguous motives, killers—but for the most part a thriller addresses 

its readers in a different manner than a detective story. For one thing, a thriller usually does not 

have a detective or a policeman as its central character. Instead, the hero or anti-hero could be a 

terrorist, a politician, a journalist, a petty criminal, or a government agent—male or female—in 
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disguise. There is much action and violence and the pursuit of power. Suspense and danger are 

two key elements raised to a level of extreme excitement. A major narrative device is the chase—

one needs only to read Ian Fleming to see how often Mr. Bond rides in a car or a train or a 

speeding plane. Fear and desperation create momentum. What is at stake is most often public in 

nature—the assassination of a president, the capture of a notorious spy, the defusing of a bomb 

wired to kill millions of innocent people. 

A detective novel, on the other hand, entertains readers in a different manner and style. 

Whether it is written in the first or third person, its central character is one who is committed to 

solving a puzzle arising from the murder of one or more individuals. The arena of investigation 

can be public—in a factory, an army base, a playground—or private--a home, a cosy country 

house, a bedroom, a village bed and breakfast. Often the central character is a detective or a 

policeman and sometimes a private eye or an amateur sleuth. The need to know the truth, the 

‘who done it,’ creates the momentum and the plot points. The search depends on the personality 

of the central character. Tension and suspense are caused by the number of blocks or 

impediments which hamper the central character’s finding the truth. In all of these kinds of books, 

the conventions must include a crime site, a murder weapon—gun, hand, knife, poison—a series 

of suspects who are eliminated by their motive, alibi, opportunity and weapon. Detective novels 

have a specialized jargon, taken from the police and the law, and include the standard words 

suspect, witness, lead and clue. Most detective novels introduce characters who relate in one way 

or another to the central search. Mystery writing does not allow for the extraneous or a lack of 

coherence even though many may include lore and arcana that interest the author and the reader. 

In most cases, the novels have closed endings: that is, the crime is solved, the culprit eradicated or 

arrested and the motives for murder made clear. 

 

American mystery novelist Larry Beinhart has argued, detective fiction “is a mansion 

with many rooms.” He claims the “the crime novel, unlike the mainstream novel, has never given 

up its functions to entertain and to tour.” What Beinhart means by his last two words is one of the 

principles of writing historical fiction: “Teach me, take me,” he says, “to live in a world—the 

sounds, the smells, the biology, the fears, the lies and the money and the politics.” Readers and 

detective novelists feel, for the most part, that the appeal of the detective novel is its  reassurance 

“from the start…that the criminal will be caught, an orderly path to being caught will be laid, and 

punishment meted out, whether by man of by Fate….” In composing detective novels, the best 
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advice rests first on creating “a compulsively readable story” and second on creating what 

interests you as a writer whether it be a certain style, an historical period, a high level of escapism 

or the rawest realism with a hero who is believable. You can write a detective novel from the 

point of view of the killer or the policeman as long as you create, as Beinhart claims, “ a …story 

that a publisher in good conscience can call a mystery or….crime novel.” 

There are many ways to build the mansion. I have discovered in conversations with other 

mystery novelists that each one of us has a particular method or a working plan which has 

developed through practice and, in some cases, through specific genre writing training. The 

principles I follow are simple. A crime scene scattered with clues can only be composed after the 

ending of the novel—the confession of the crime by the perpetrator explaining motive and 

action—has been written. This is the first step in creating the plot. Then the crime scene is 

described and placed as the opening action of the book. Between the end and the beginning, the 

story becomes a bridge of incidents built on trial and error.  A detective must always pose 

questions; from the answers he receives he must build his case, using both deductive and 

inductive reasoning; he must revise his interpretation of the crime based on the progressive 

collection of data he gathers from clues, witnesses, confessions, and personal analysis.  

Owen Endersby is a professional police detective who balances observation with 

supposition. He listens and probes and uses intimate gestures—a handshake, a touch on the 

shoulder—to assure those he questions that he is sincere in his search. Here in this brief scene, 

readers watch Endersby question a stubborn and grieving relative of the deceased, the half-

brother of Samuel Cake, a Mr. Gregorius Barnwell. Endersby has just seen a spectacle 

melodrama in the theatre once owned by the victim. Mr. Barnwell is the stage designer who has 

made all the machines and the scenery that so delighted the London audience. 

 2 pages, 118-120 in TRUMPETS.  

 

 

When I wrote TRUMPETS SOUND NO MORE much of the setting was based on 

research I did originally for a Ph. D thesis at the University of Toronto. I was a student at Massey 

College. One of my advisors was the late Robertson Davies who had a passion for nineteenth 

century popular theatre. In his library—to which he graciously gave me access-- was an extensive 

collection of published melodramas, many illustrated with drawings of the characters in costume 

and the stage settings. From these artifacts I garnered ideas for sections of my book—a 
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description of the melodrama productions at the time. Here, in this scene, the detective goes 

across the Thames to view a production at the Coburg, Samuel Cake’s theatre. This kind of 

theatre produced sensational productions called ‘bloodtub melodramas’ tales of heroic revenge 

told with much spectacle and stage trickery. The details here are based on a number of actual 

melodramas from the Davies collection.  

p. 117 of TRUMPETS. 

 

  Naturally, I took advantage of the Robart’s Library and its vast collection of micro-fiche 

and stacks. Robarts contains many books on theatre architecture and its map room provided me 

with an authentic tourist plan of the city’s streets in 1840. I found a number of articles written by 

Charles Dickens and published in his magazine, “Household Words.” The Robarts has hard 

copies of this periodical and I learned much about the condition of graveyards, coroner’s routines 

and the duties of detectives on the London Detective Police Force. I consulted THE TIMES for 

play reviews which were, in 1840, highly detailed in their descriptions of sets, stage action and 

audience response. Dickens loved the theatre and his enthusiasm for its ware as well as its 

architecture was a part of his life from childhood. In this scene is an homage to Dickens in the 

form of one young boy’s view of the world of the theatre. Reggie Crabb is 14 and he works in 

Old Drury as a call boy. 

p.48 TRUMPETS 

  

Readers want authenticity as well as atmosphere and so I had to address a number of 

important questions. The most pressing was language. How would policemen speak to each other 

in 1840? Did they use coarse words? Did they swear? Did they have a police slang which we 

could understand in the present day? And what about their attitudes? How compassionate were 

they? Did they indulge in racism or prejudice of any kind? To help answer these questions I once 

again turned to Charles Dickens and his magazine ‘Household Words,’ wherein were published 

two interviews with members of the Detective Police that recorded how they spoke and behaved. 

Policemen at that time were very polite. (think of Mr. Bucket, the detective, in BLEAK HOUSE) 

They aspired to be professional gentlemen practicing a dangerous trade.  

 I consulted Henry Mayhew the first sociologist whose volumes on the London poor 

provided all kinds of details on dress, food, slang and work habits. London Labour and the 

London Poor appeared in book form in 1850 and was Mayhew’s compendium of descriptions and 
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interviews with thousands of London’s workers—dock men, coster mongers, prostitutes, and 

many others unknown to us today such as street sweepers and mudlarks, children who scoured the 

mudbanks of the Thames for scraps to sell. In TRUMPETS SOUND NO MORE, the costerman 

John the Pawn and his sister, Betty Loxton, are based on Mayhew’s interviews with those sellers 

of vegetables who worked in the markets of old Covent Garden.Mayhew’s great contribution was 

his acute ear: like Dickens he was able to recreate on the page the words, the sounds and rhythms 

of the street speech of London in the 1840s. 

Finally, one of the greatest sources for the period came from the diaries and letters of 

actors and critics who had worked in the theatre: William Charles Macready, William Hazlitt, 

James Robinson Planche and Henry Crabb Robinson. There sentiments and vocabulary were 

invaluable for creating character and finding words that could approximate mood and feeling.  

I hope the smoke and the noise of the great city capture readers’ imaginations and that 

Owen Endersby and his detective team can readily show yet again how crime does not pay! 


