
“Suggestions to Detective Story Writers”

fellow who takes detective stories seriously, I am an-
noyed by the stupid recurrence of these same blunders

in book after book. It would be silly to insist that nobody
who has not been a detective should write detective stories,
but it is certainly not unreasonable to ask any one who is go-
ing to write a book of any sort to make some effort at least to
learn something about his subject. Most writers do. Only de-
tective story writers seem to be free from a sense of obligation
in this direction, and, curiously, the more established and pro-
lific detective story writers seem to be the worst offenders.
Nearly all writers of Western tales at least get an occasional
glimpse of their chosen territory from a car-window while en
route to Hollywood; writers of sea stories have been seen on
the waterfront; surely detective story writers could afford to
speak to policemen now and then.

Meanwhile, a couple of months’ labor in this arena has
convinced me that the following suggestions might be of
value to somebody:

(1) There was an automatic revolver, the Webley-Fosbery,
made in England some years ago. The ordinary automatic pis-
tol, however, is not a revolver. A pistol, to be a revolver, must
have something on it that revolves.

(2) The Colt’s .45 automatic pistol has no chambers. The
cartridges are put in a magazine.

(3) A silencer may be attached to a revolver, but the effect
will be altogether negligible. I have never seen a silencer used
on an automatic pistol, but am told it would cause the pistol
to jam. A silencer may be used on a single-shot target pistol
or on a rifle, but both would still make quite a bit of noise.
“Silencer” is a rather optimistic name for this device which
has generally fallen into disuse.

(4) When a bullet from a Colt’s .45, or any firearm of ap-
proximately the same size and power, hits you, even if not in
a fatal spot, it usually knocks you over. It is quite upsetting at
any reasonable range.
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(5) A shot or stab wound is simply felt as a blow or push at
first. It is some little time before any burning or other painful
sensation begins.

(6) When you are knocked unconscious you do not feel the
blow that does it.

(7) A wound made after the death of the wounded is usu-
ally recognizable as such.

(8) Finger-prints of any value to the police are seldom
found on anybody’s skin.

(9) The pupils of many drug-addicts’ eyes are apparently
normal.

(10) It is impossible to see anything by the flash of an or-
dinary gun, though it is easy to imagine you have seen
things.

(11) Not nearly so much can be seen by moonlight as you
imagine. This is especially true of colors.

(12) All Federal snoopers are not members of the Secret
Service. That branch is chiefly occupied with pursuing coun-
terfeiters and guarding Presidents and prominent visitors to
our shores.

(13) A sheriff is a county officer who usually has no official
connection with city, town or State police.

(14) Federal prisoners convicted in Washington, D.C., are
usually sent to the Atlanta prison and not to Leavenworth.

(15) The California State prison at San Quentin is used for
convicts serving first terms. Two-time losers are usually sent
to Folsom.

(16) Ventriloquists do not actually “throw” their voices and
such doubtful illusions as they manage depend on their ges-
tures. Nothing at all could be done by a ventriloquist stand-
ing behind his audience.

(17) Even detectives who drop their final g’s should not be
made to say “anythin’ ”—an oddity that calls for vocal acro-
batics.

(18) “Youse” is the plural of “you.”
(19) A trained detective shadowing a subject does not ordi-

narily leap from doorway to doorway and does not hide be-
hind trees and poles. He knows no harm is done if the subject
sees him now and then.

suggestions to detective story writers 911915



—
A few weeks ago, having no books on hand that I cared to
talk much about, I listed in this column nineteen suggestions
to detective story writers. Those suggestions having been re-
ceived with extreme enthusiasm—to the extent at least of one
publisher offering me a hundred dollars for a slightly more
complete list—I, not needing that particular hundred dollars
at the moment, herewith present a few more suggestions at
the mere usual space rate:

(20) The current practice in most places in the United
States is to make the coroner’s inquest an empty formality in
which nothing much is brought out except that somebody
has died.

(21) Fingerprints are fragile affairs. Wrapping a pistol or
other small object up in a handkerchief is much more likely to
obliterate than to preserve any prints it may have.

(22) When an automatic pistol is fired the empty cartridge-
shell flies out the right-hand side. The empty cartridge-case
remains in a revolver until ejected by hand.

(23) A lawyer cannot impeach his own witness.
(24) The length of time a corpse has been a corpse can be

approximated by an experienced physician, but only approxi-
mated, and the longer it has been a corpse, the less accurate
the approximation is likely to be.
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