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ACCORDING TO THE GUINNESSBOOK

OF WORLD RECORDS, AGATHA CHRISTIE:

ÅWrote seventy-eight books and nineteen plays.

Å Has sold over 2 billion copies. Exceeded only by the Bible and Shakespeare.

Å Has been published in forty-four languages.

Å Authored the world's longest-running play, The Mousetrap, which opened November 25, 1952.
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Agatha Miller was born at Torquay, a winter resort on England's 

south coast, in 1890. Her bright, lively sister, Madge, 11 years older, 

was a wonderful role model; her brother, Monty, was 10 years older.
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Agatha wrote in her autobiography, "One of the luckiest things that 

can happen to you in life is, I think, to have a happy childhood." 

But when she was six, her once well-to-do family began to have 

financial difficulties. Her father died suddenly when she was eleven.

Agatha and her father at their beloved home, Ashfield.
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In 1901, 11-year-old Agatha published a 

poem in a newspaper when trams invaded 

her grandmother's leafy, London suburb. 

"When first the electric trams did run

In all their scarlet glory,

'Twas well, but ere the day was done,

It was another story. ..."
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Paris ca. 1906

As a teenager,  Agatha studied singing and 

piano in Paris and London. She had the talent 

to be a concert singer but was too shy ð a 

quality that remained with her throughout 

her life.

Instead, she decided to focus on writing and 

began submitting poems to The Poetry Review. 

She was thrilled to win an occasional  prize.
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When Agatha was seventeen, her mother, who 

was short of funds, decided to have Agatha's 

coming out season in Cairo., Egypt. Four British 

Army regiments were based in the area. For three 

months, Agatha attended five balls each week and 

fended off a couple of marriage proposals or, as 

she put it, had "two near escapes."
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Her sister, Madge, married a year after their father died. When Madge visited Ashfield or when 

Agatha visited Madge's rambling home, Abney Hall, five hours north of Torquay, Madge told Agatha 

stories and introduced her to Sherlock Holmes. The sisters shared a passion for mysteries. 

Before Madge married, she wrote stories that were published in posh Vanity Fair, and a couple of 

unproduced plays. Their father took great pride in Madge's accomplishments. 

Agatha said, "There is no doubt that Madge was the talented member of our family."
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Sometime after 1907, when the French bestseller, The Mystery in 

the Yellow Room, was published, Madge and Agatha got into a 

spirited discussion that set Agatha on the path to extraordinary 

success. 

Their conversation led to an informal bet about writing a 

detective novel. Madge said, "'I don't think you could do it. They 

are very difficult to do. I've thought about it.' Agatha said, 'I 

should like to try.' 'Well, I bet you couldn't, said Madge.'"

Years later, Agatha wrote, "The seed had been sown." 
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A few years later, while Agatha was 
recovering from the flu, her mother 
suggested she write a story, "like Madge."

Mrs. Miller dug out a notebook and Madge's 
old Empire typewriter and Agatha began 
writing stories and submitting them to 
magazines under various pen names. 
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Agatha, ca. 1910

Agatha wrote in her autobiography, "The stories all returned 

promptly with the usual slip: 'The Editor regrets . . . ' Then I 

would parcel them up again and send them off to some other 

magazine."

Eventually, she decided to attempt a novel based on her months 

in Egypt and gave her book the unlikely title, Snow in the Desert. 

She said, "I embarked lightheartedly." www.LeadershipLives.com



When she ran into plot problems with her novice effort, 
her mother suggested she ask their neighbor, best-selling 
author Eden Philpotts, for "help or advice." 

Forty years later, Agatha wrote, "I can hardly express the 
gratitude I feel to him. He could so easily have uttered a 
few careless words of well-justified criticism, and possibly 
discouraged me for life. As it was, he set out to help."

Philpotts put his thoughts in writing, "Some of the things 
that you have written are capital. You have a good feeling 
for dialogue. ..." He gave Agatha a letter of introduction to 
his literary agent, Hughes Massie, for further assistance. 

Agatha visited Massie in his London office. A few months 
later the agent returned the manuscript to her saying he 
didn't think he could place it.
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In the years following her debut, Agatha had 

more flirtations and one "understanding." Then, 

in the fall of 1912, Agatha met handsome 

Archie Christie at a dance and fell in love.

He soon proposed but her mother pointed out 

neither of them had any money to live on.

For a year and a half, Agatha and Archie saw 

each other when possible but not very often. 

In December 1914, as World War 1 spread 

through Europe, Archie insisted they get 

married. After a three-day honeymoon, Archie 

returned to his Royal Flying Corps squadron.
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Two years earlier, with no sense of impending war,  Agatha 

had signed up for a training program as a nurse's aide.

In 1915, she transferred to work as a pharmacist. Her new-

found expertise in drugs and poisons flung open a door to 

an unlikely new career.

There were times that the pharmacy was busy but there 

were also quiet hours of solitude. Agatha had lots of time 

to think. She decided to write a detective story.

Agatha Miller at Ashfield, 1914, the 

year she married Archie Christie.
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Agatha wrote in An Autobiography...

"It was while I was working in the dispensary that I 
first conceived the idea of writing a detective story. 
The idea had remained in my mind since Madge's 
earlier challenge - and my present work seemed to 
offer a favorable opportunity. Unlike nursing, where 
there always was something to do, dispensing 
consisted of slack or busy periods. Sometimes I 
would be on duty alone in the afternoon with hardly 
anything to do but sit about. Having seen that the 
stock bottles were full and attended to, one was at 
liberty to do anything one pleased except leave the 
dispensary."
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"I began considering what kind of a detective story I could write.
Since I was surrounded by poisons, perhaps it was natural that 
death by poisoning should be the method I selected. I toyed with 
the idea and finally accepted it. Then I went on to the dramatis 
personae. Who should be poisoned? Who would poison him or 
her? When? Where? How? Why? All the rest of it. It would have 
to be very much of an intime murder, owing to the particular way 
it was done; it would have to be all in the family, so to speak."

Agatha Christie, An Autobiography

1915-era Pharmacy
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"Who could I have as a detective?... He would be 
meticulous, very tidy... I could see him as a tidy little 
man, always arranging things, liking things in pairs, 
liking things square instead of round. And he should 
be very brainy - he should have little grey cells of the 
mind - that was a good phrase ... He would have 
rather a grand name...

In leisure moments, bits of my detective story rattled 
about in my mind."

Agatha Christie, An Autobiography

David Suchet as Hercule Poirot www.LeadershipLives.com



The Moorland Hotel

In the summer of 1916, when progress stalled about halfway 

through, her mother suggested she use her two-weeks of 

vacation time to concentrate on finishing her book.
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It was an excellent suggestion. Agatha booked a room at The Moorland Hotel 

perched on the edge of open countryside. The solitude, fresh air and exercise 

were the perfect combination for pushing the project forward. She returned 

home with a completed, albeit somewhat messy first draft. Dartmoor
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After polishing her manuscript, she sent it off to Hodder and Stoughton. They returned it 

with a "plain refusal." Over the next two years, Agatha sent her manuscript, 

titled The Mysterious Affair at Styles, to five more publishers.
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The next two years were tumultuous ð Archie was transferred to the Air Ministry in London, 
Agatha scrambled to find a place for them to live, the war ended, Archie returned to civilian life, 

and, in August 1919, their daughter, Rosalind was born.
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Almost two years after Christie submitted her manuscript for 
the sixth time to a London publisher, she got a letter. "I opened 
it quite casually and read it without at first taking it in. It was 
from John Lane, The Bodley Head and it asked if I would call at 
their office in connection with the manuscript I had submitted 
entitled The Mysterious Affair at Styles." After she made some 
suggested changes, Lane offered her a contract.
 
"This particular contract entailed my not receiving any royalties 
until after the first 2000 copies had been sold - after that a small 
royalty would be paid. Half any serial or dramatic rights would 
go to the publisher. ...

I didn't even notice that there was a clause binding me to offer 
him my next five novels, at an only slightly increased rate of 
royalty. ..."

Five years later, when their contract was fulfilled, feeling badly 
used, Christie refused to re-sign with The Bodley Head.
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She reconnected with Hughes Massie's literary agency 

and signed with agent, Edmund Cork who introduced 

her to William Collins & Sons (now Harper Collins).  

She remained with Cork and with William Collins for 

the rest of her career.  

Her first book, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, published 

with the new team in 1926 struck gold for the author, 

agent and publisher. She credited Madge's husband and 

Lord Mountbatten for suggesting the plot twist. 

Agatha's breakthrough bestseller received glowing 

reviews in the UK and overseas. 
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But that same year, in a matter of months, her beloved mother died, she spent months 
cleaning out Ashfield, and Archie demanded a divorce. She was overwhelmed.

For 10 days in December, she disappeared. Hundreds of volunteers gathered to search 
for Mrs. Christie.

www.LeadershipLives.com


