














THE GREAT DETECTIVES

You've missed the massaranduba table there in the
corner, the perforated picture of Washington
Monument over there which used to serve as a
listening panel, and one or two other things. Still,
not bad. Would you like a drink? Mr Wolfe used to
keep port, Dublin stout and madeira to hand, but 1
don'’t fly so high, with me it’s beer or white wine.’
said white wine, and he filled a glass for me, a glass

of milk for himself, and dropped into the chair

opposite me. He did so easily, gracefully, as though
he were moving on the balls of his feet all the time.
“You're writing this article and you want to ask
questions about Mr Wolfe, have I got it right?’

I produced the little tape recorder. He gave it a
sideways glance.

T'm not sure I trust those gadgets. Let’s just bat
it around a bit first about this piece.’

We talked for half an hour in the handsome
apartment on the upper East Side, about my book
on great detectives, who was going into it, whether
they'd be compared with each other (he said, as he
had done once before, that Nero Wolfe was ‘the
best detective north of the South Pole’). 1 stressed
that my purpose was to give accounts of the lives
and characters of my subjects, not to make com-
parisons. I sensed that I had passed some kind of
test when he grinned, and said: ‘There’s no
comparison. He was a genius, the rest were
detectives. Would you like to seé a photograph?’

I don't know exactly what I had expected, a
monstrously fat man I suppose, since Wolfe at his
heaviest weighed more than twenty stone. Anyway,
I was surprised. The face was large and squarish,
but not jowly or pudgy, the face of a big rather than
a fat man. Brown hair and heavy-lidded brown
eyes, a full mobile mouth, the expression amiable
enough but a little threatening, not the face of a
man who suffered fools at all, let alone suffering
them gladly. It was the face of a heavyweight man,
and if you liked heavyweights he could even have
been called handsome. There were three photo-
graphs, all very similar, except that one showed him
bending over an orchid, and revealed large shapely
hands. None of the photographs was full length, so

perhaps I didn’t get the full impression of his bulk. I
handed them back without comment.

‘Now, Mr Symons, let’s get down to cases.
You've got questions you want to ask. Okay, I'll go
along with you, but if there’s anything I don’t want
to answer I'll say “No comment” like a politician,
and you leave it at that. Or T'll ask you to stop the
tape. If I say something I shouldnt and want it
wiped, you wipe it there and then. Not that I don't
trust you, just that being certain beats trusting
people any day. Agreed?

I agreed, and what follows is the text of our
question-and-answer session. It suggests an expla-
nation to the often-asked question ‘What became of
Nero Wolfe?, although the answer leaves an
element of mystery. '

JS T'd like you first to sketch verbally the lay-out
at West 35th Street, what the place looked like and
how it worked.

AG Okay, Tll try it. The house was an old
brownstone, the number, well, it was somewhere
between the 500s and the goos. There were reasons
for not giving the exact number then, and I guess
they still apply. It was—

JS Excuse me. This book will be published in
Britain and other countries besides the USA, and
there are a lot of readers who dont know what a
brownstone is. Even detectives. Like Hercule Poirot
who asked “Enfin, what is a brownstone mansion? I
have never known?”

AG I never thought those French detectives were
much good. Okay, Belgian, I knew he was Belgian.
If he was such a hot shot, why didn’t he try his luck
here in the States?

JS I couldn't tell you.

AG Icould, but I won't. What's a brownstone? I
never majored in architecture, but they're saying
now that these brownstones are the city’s pride and
joy and so shouldn’t be knocked down, the way
almost everything in New York gets knocked down
and replaced every twenty years or so. A brown-
stone is—well, most.of them were put up around
the turn of the century and they got the name
because they were faced with sandstone. Mostly






























