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Abstract

The thesis explores the role of trains in crime fiction. The confined and isolated nature of train
compartments transforms them into a perfect setting for locked room mysteries, a subgenre where
crimes occur under seemingly impossible conditions. This thesis examines how trains heighten
psychological tension, presenting both obstacles and opportunities for detectives and criminals
alike. Starting with the innovative work of Edgar Allan Poe, who established the structure of the
locked room mystery, the thesis traces the evolution of this subgenre and its adaptation to train
settings by the authors Agatha Christie and Edward Marston. Through a detailed analysis of their
selected novels, this study examines the different narrative techniques authors employ to utilize the
confined space of the train. The train serves various functions, from using it as a setting for murder,
where the perpetrator moves between tight spaces and limited escape routes, to employing it as a
means of committing the crime through orchestrated accidents, such as arranged collisions. In each
novel, the role of the train is analyzed to understand how it contributes to the complexity of the
plot. The thesis reveals how trains not only intensify the narrative but also reflect broader themes
related to mobility, technology, and anonymity. This research contributes to the understanding of

how specific settings can influence the development of literary genres and character dynamics.
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Nazev
Vlak jako uzavfeny prostor v detektivni literatuie

Abstrakt

Tato bakalaiska prace se zabyva roli vlaku v detektivni literatute. Stisnény a izolovany prostor
vlakovych kupé z nich Cini idealni prostiedi pro zahady zamceného pokoje, subzanr detektivni
literatury, v némz dochazi ke zlo¢inim za zdanlivé nemoznych okolnosti. Tato prace zkouma, jak
vlaky zvySuji psychické napéti a predstavuji prekazky 1 prilezitosti, jak pro detektiva, tak pro
zlo¢ince. Tato prace zacina u prulomového dila Edgara Allana Poea, ktery predstavil zahadu
zamCeného pokoje a nasledné popisuje vyvoj tohoto subzanru a jeho adaptaci na prostfedi vlaka
ve vybranych dilech Agathy Christie a Edwarda Marstona. Prostfednictvim analyzy téchto
vybranych romanu tato prace zkouma razné vypraveécské techniky, které autofi pouzivaji, aby do
déje zapojili uzavieny prostor vlaku. Tento prostor je vyuzit nékolika zpusoby. Slouzi od dé&jisté
pro vrazdu, kde se pachatel pohybuje mezi stisnénymi prostory a omezenymi unikovymi cestami,
az po jeho roli jako prostiedku ke spachani zloCinu prostrednictvim zinscenovanych nehod, jako
jsou kolize. V kazdém romanu je role vlaku rozebrana, abychom pochopili, jak prispiva k napéti
v dé&ji. Cilem této prace je dokazat, ze vlaky nejen zintenziviiuji vypravéni, ale také se zabyvaji
tématy jako technologicky pokrok a anonymita, kterou vlaky umoziuji. Tato prace prispiva
k pochopeni toho, jak muze prostiedi, ve kterém se d€j odehrava ovlivnit vyvoj literarnich zanru a

postav.

V Olomouci dne 9. kvétna 2024 Aneta Eyerova
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Introduction

“The murderer is with us—on the train now. ..}

Imagine you are a passenger, and these haunting words echo through the compartments just as a
dead body 1s discovered aboard your train. Instantly, the journey transforms into a thrilling mystery.
Every person aboard becomes a suspect, and each compartment is a room full of secrets. How could
the murder have occurred? Who among your fellow passengers could navigate the narrow corridors
unnoticed, commit such an evil act, and leave no trace? How can you discover the truth and how
can the innocent be distinguished from the guilty? No wonder that the impossible crime,
particularly when set within a confined yet complex locked room has fascinated readers and writers
of crime fiction for centuries. This thesis deals with the puzzle of train mysteries, exploring how
isolation intensifies the tension, making the journey both terrifying and utterly compelling.

The first chapter of the thesis introduces a subgenre of detective fiction — the locked room
mystery. Edgar Allan Poe created the locked room mystery with the publication of “Murders in the
Rue Morgue” (1841) in which the detective Chevalier Auguste Dupin first appeared.? Poe presented
narratives that challenged the boundaries of logical explanations and physical possibilities. His
detective used critical thinking and observation of facts to solve crimes, and this deduction method
engaged the reader.® Further insights from Michael Cook’s Narratives of Enclosure in Detective
Fiction: The Locked Room Mpystery highlight how the confined settings heighten psychological
tension and create intricate puzzles of motives and opportunities. Cook describes the subgenre’s
impact on the reader and how writers introduce the possibility of engaging and participating in the
investigation through clues and false leads.* This chapter also outlines the structural and thematic
elements of the subgenre.

Chapter Two discusses the adaptation of locked room mysteries to train settings, a
development that significantly expanded the subgenre. As the locked room mysteries evolved,

authors experimented with new settings. Trains emerged as a new challenge for both the detective

! Agatha Christie, Murder on the Orient Express (New York: HarperPaperbags, 1991), 28.

2 John Scaggs, Crime Fiction (New York: Routledge, 2005), 19.

3 John Scaggs, Crime Fiction, 19-20.

4 Michael Cook, Narratives of Enclosure in Detective Fiction: The Locked Room Mystery (London: Palgrave
Macmillian, 2011), https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230313736, 4, 5, 13.
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and the reader. Unlike the static rooms of traditional locked room mysteries, trains presented an
exceptional combination of social dynamics and constant motion. Agatha Christie, with her works
such as Murder on the Orient Express (1934), solidified the train’s place as a central setting in
detective fiction.” The train significantly influenced the plot, the confined space served as an
opportunity for crime and became an interesting place for the investigation due to the limited
number of suspects.® The mobility within a train allows for subtle shifts in suspicion and
interactions between characters, turning each compartment into a potential crime scene. This
setting broadens the scope of possible plots, from murders and robberies to crimes planned with
devastating precision.’

The following chapter begins with a description of the early use of wagons in Ancient
Greece.® It moves to Richard Trevithick and his remarkable invention of a steam-powered engine.
George Stephenson elaborated on the idea and introduced a functioning steam locomotive called
“Rocket” in 1829.° The chapter explores the opening of the first public railway line in 1830,
marking a significant shift in how distances were perceived, and economies connected. As railroads
eased urbanization and cultural exchanges, they reshaped society as well as individual lives.'”
However, this revolution was met with skepticism, and concerns about the impact on the
environment and safety were raised.!! This part of the thesis discusses the challenging working
conditions faced by engine drivers and the inherent dangers of early locomotive operation. By the
end of the 19" century, companies focused on making train travel a luxurious experience for the
wealthy. Train travel became a symbol of the technical progress of the era.!? To summarize, this
chapter incorporates historical background on the development of railways, and examines their
impact on society and consequently on literature to provide essential context for the analysis.

Chapter Four introduces the Railway Detective series by Welsh writer Edward Marston.
Edward Marston is a pseudonym used by a Welsh writer Keith Miles, but in this thesis, he is

> Scaggs, 53.

6 Chris Ewers, “Genre in Transit: Agatha Christie, Trains, and the Whodunit, ” Journal of Narrative Theory 46, no. 1
(2016): 99. http://www jstor.org/stable/44122190.

" Esterino Adami, Railway Discourse: Linguistic and Stylistic Representation of the Train in the Anglophone World
(Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2019), 32.

8 Christian Wolmar, Fire and Steam: A New History of the Railways in Britain, Google Play (Atlantic Books Ltd,
2009), https://play.google.com/store/books/details?id=4xkAIW_4ydAC, 12.

® Christian Wolmar, Fire and Steam: A New History of the Railways in Britain, 39.

10 Wolmar, 44-52.

' Michael Cook, Narratives of Enclosure in Detective Fiction: The Locked Room Mystery, 25.

12 Martyn Pring, Luxury Railway Travel: A Social and Business History (Yorkshire: Pen & Sword Books Ltd, 2019),
22-23.
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referred to as Marston. The series 1s ongoing with the first novel published in 2004 and the last
one in 2024. Set in the Victorian era, the series introduces Detective Inspector Robert Colbeck and
Sergeant Victor Leeming who investigate various crimes occurring within the railway setting. This
chapter is divided into an introduction to the series and a subchapter that deals with the perception
of trains in literature. Marston’s characters embody diverse views of the railways. An engine driver,
Caleb Andrews is an admirer of trains, and he positively acknowledges their contribution to the
general public. On the contrary, Sir Humphrey Gilzean is an example of the backlash against
technological advances, and he blames railways for personal tragedy. Detective Colbeck and
Sergeant Leeming offer a more balanced view, recognizing both the benefits and dangers of railway
travel. With his detailed knowledge and appreciation of the railways, Colbeck often corrects
Leeming’s misconceptions about trains as Leeming is rather skeptical.

Chapter Five analyses Murder on the Brighton Express by Edward Marston. The novel
deviates from straightforward murder plots, instead, Marston introduces a case of an orchestrated
sabotage. Detective Colbeck and Sergeant Leeming investigate a train collision arranged by
characters driven by revenge and betrayal. The novel explores themes of human vulnerability
against technological progress. Unlike the typical murder in the confined space of a train, where
the killer is still on board, Murder on the Brighton Express employs the train as a weapon to kill a
specific individual with the killer watching from afar.

The next part analyzes another novel by Edward Marston — 7The Excursion Train, where the
train not only sets the scene for a murder but it is also used for an escape from the crime scene. The
novel begins with a strangled man who is discovered on a train traveling to a prizefight. Detective
Colbeck’s knowledge of the railways helps the investigation as it provides an understanding of how
the murderers used the train’s schedule and layout to their advantage and they vanished without a
trace. The analysis also includes a subchapter that compares Marston’s novel with Agatha Christie’s
novels 4.50 from Paddington and The Mystery of the Blue Train, which similarly use trains as key
settings.

The first novel presents a case where Mrs. McGillicuddy travels on a train and witnesses a
man strangling a woman on another train that passes by. After reporting the crime to the police, she
learns that no body was ever found on the train. In contrast to 7he Excursion Train, where the
murderer uses the train’s layout to escape unnoticed, in 450 from Paddington, the killer disposes

of the body by throwing it off the train and removes himself from the crime scene in an unusual
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manner. The Mystery of the Blue Train introduces a murder that occurred in the confined space of
a train, challenging the idea of safety associated with high-class travel. An American heiress Ruth
Kettering is found strangled in her compartment. Her murderers used the train’s structure to commit
the murder unnoticed and then created a false timeline of her death. In parallel to 7he Excursion
Train, the train’s schedule 1s used to escape.

The last chapter focuses on Murder on the Orient Express by Agatha Christie. The novel is
an iconic example of crime fiction that uses the train as a setting that is influential for the plot. The
story features Hercule Poirot who is stuck on the luxury train due to a snowstorm. The narrative
begins when Samuel Ratchett, one of the passengers aboard the Orient Express, is found murdered
in his compartment. He was stabbed multiple times, and the scenario suggests no one could have
entered or left the crime scene as the door to his compartment is locked from inside. Poirot
discovers that Ratchett is a notorious criminal. Throughout the investigation, Poirot interrogates
the passengers, gathering insights from their testimonies and the physical evidence within the
train’s limited space. Each clue and interview leads him to the discovery that the passengers are
not only connected to the victim but also to each other. Poirot’s resolution of the case is a classic
demonstration of using logic and deduction to piece together seemingly disparate facts which is
typical for the locked room mystery detective.

To summarize, this thesis aims to focus on the traditional perception of the confined space
of trains while also exploring how trains enable various narrative possibilities within crime fiction.
It examines how the confined space intensifies the psychological tension and creates a sense of
urgency and how it both limits and expands the detective’s field of investigation. Additionally, it
illustrates how trains influence the development of characters, allow unique interactions, and reveal

hidden sides of people under the pressure of confinement.
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1. Locked Room Mysteries

In this chapter, I will briefly introduce the development of the locked room mystery subgenre. The
locked room mystery is a subgenre of detective fiction that revolves around a seemingly
inexplicable and impossible crime. The crime i1s committed in a confined space with no apparent
escape for the criminal. The origins of the subgenre can be traced back to Edgar Allan Poe who is
often considered to be the father of the detective story. Poe’s work “Murders in the Rue Morgue”
(1841) in which he introduced detective Chevalier Auguste Dupin was the starting point for the
subgenre.'® Dupin is presented with a case where a woman and her daughter are found brutally
murdered in a room locked from the inside, defying a logical explanation. This narrative not only
established the locked room mystery’s key elements but also introduced a different approach to
solving crimes.'* Poe combined logical analysis with observation of facts and created a narrative
that challenged both the detective and the reader to consider details and possibilities and look
beyond the obvious. Poe’s contributions are further evidenced in his short stories “The Mystery of
Marie Rogét,” and “The Purloined Letter.”!

Michael Cook in his book Narratives of Enclosure in Detective Fiction: The Locked Room
Mystery points out the following characteristics of the subgenre. The characters in locked room
mysteries are greatly affected by the confined space, both mentally as it plays on their fears and
imagination, and physically as it holds them captive.'® For the detective, the locked room presents
the ultimate intellectual challenge that tests his deductive skills and ability to think creatively. For
the suspects and the killer, the locked room turns into a place where their motives, fears, and guilt
intensify. The murderer uses the confined space to create a setting for an unsolvable crime. This
puts pressure on the detective as it creates tension and a sense of urgency. Locked room mysteries
typically follow a retrospective structure, often starting after the crime has been committed. The

structure allows for a detailed examination of the events that led up to the crime.!”

13 Scaggs, 21.

14 Scaggs, 19.

15 Scaggs, 33-34.
16 Cook, 157.

17 Cook, 67.
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The detective pieces the puzzle together with the clues he gathers through witness
statements and the deduction of motives and opportunities and comes to a resolution.'® This
approach engages the readers and invites them to solve the mystery along with the detective. It
offers a deeper understanding of the characters and the circumstances surrounding the crime. The
readers are drawn in because they can solve the mystery before the solution is revealed.!” The
author creates an interaction between the readers and the detective by strategically placing clues
but also false leads to maintain suspense. This enhances the enjoyment of the story as well as
encouraging critical thinking and paying attention to detail. Some stories directly address the
readers by using rhetorical questions to involve them in the thinking process. The narrative often
pauses to summarize the evidence and theories, allowing readers to catch up with the detective and

form their own conclusion before the solution is revealed.?’

18 Cook, 13.
19 Cook, 4.
20 Cook, 5.

13



2.

The Confined Space of Trains

As the locked room mysteries gained popularity, authors came up with ideas on how to modify the
stories, and murder afloat was created.?! Initially, it focused on ships and boats but this variation
later expanded to include other settings, such as trains.?> Agatha Christie was one of the authors
who ensured the widespread recognition of locked room mysteries that were set in various places.
Her works like Murder on the Orient Express (1934), set on a luxury train, Death on the Nile
(1937), which unfolds on a steamship, and The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920) where a murder
occurs in an isolated country manor showcase her mastery in crafting suspense within confined
settings.?® Trains introduce a dynamic setting that contrasts the static nature of the traditional
locked room mysteries. Unlike murders committed on boats, which are isolated by open water
limiting the perpetrator’s escape options, murders on trains offer a unique advantage. As explored
later in this thesis, train settings allow murderers to potentially use the railway line itself as a part
of their escape plan. A train’s predefined route provides an opportunity for a calculated exit from
the crime scene. Trains travel through time as they move through space which adds another layer
to the understanding of the story. It shows the passing of time and the unfolding of the events. The
confined space of the train evokes the feeling of being trapped.?* This offers different perspectives
on the characters and the detective.

If there is a murder investigation, the passengers among which is the killer, cannot escape.
Whereas the detective is trapped more metaphorically, as he is usually pressured to solve the case
before the train reaches its destination. The constant movement of the train creates a sense of
forward motion which pushes the story forward both literally and figuratively and the reaching of
the destination represents the solving of the case. It adds urgency to the characters’ actions and
heightens anticipation for what is going to happen next.

What is different from the classic locked room mysteries is that the train itself is an

interconnected space, but it has separate spaces inside — the carriages. Passengers can move

21 Scaggs, 53.
22 Scaggs, 53.
2 Scaggs, 26.
2 Cook, 22.
%5 Cook, 23.
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between them and this mobility within a confined setting introduces new plot possibilities.® The
author can shift the suspicion by moving characters from one carriage to another, effectively
isolating them or removing them from the scene of the crime. The setting of a train introduces its
own small society where diverse characters are thrown together. It enhances their interactions and
conflicts. This diversity of characters and the forced intimacy can increase the tension. Passengers
cannot easily avoid each other which leads to confrontation and sometimes unexpected alliances.
The unique design of the train, being narrow and long, also intensifies the physical proximity
among the passengers. The confined setting heightens passengers’ awareness of their surroundings
because of the confinement, and every action and word is amplified, making the characters more
aware of each other’s authentic reactions.?’

Trains, as confined spaces in detective fiction, go beyond the conventional narrative limits
exemplified by Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express. They are not solely setting for
mysteries to be both committed and solved within their carriages. Trains also serve as a dramatic
setting for a wide range of detective stories and thrillers, ranging from robberies to crimes
discovered onboard but solved elsewhere, arranging collisions of trains, and many others.?® These
stories use the vulnerability of trains for disastrous events planned with malicious intentions. This
enlarged understanding of confined spaces emphasizes their usefulness in literature as an adaptable

literary tool that explores various themes and narratives.*

26 Cook, 22-23.

21 Esterino Adami, Railway Discourse: Linguistic and Stylistic Representation of the Train in the Anglophone World,
31.

28 Adami, 32.

2 Adami, 29.
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3.

History of the Railway

The development of railways started a revolution in transportation. However, the transportation of
heavy commodities has been important throughout history. It can be traced back to Ancient Greek
times, some evidence suggests that the Greeks used wagons to transport boats. These wagons were
drawn by horses or people along a track that was built into roads. Trains were also used in mining
to move coal in the 16" century.’® The railways that were meant for the transportation of people
developed in the 18" and 19" centuries. Richard Trevithick is credited with the idea of using high
pressure and steam to power the engine that he introduced in 1803. Nevertheless, it is George
Stephenson who perfected Trevithick’s innovation and he is often considered to be the inventor of
the first fully functioning steam locomotive called the “Rocket” in 1829.%!

The first public line was opened in 1830 and it went from Liverpool to Manchester. It was
fast and effective and ensured a connection between two important cities.>? Trains shortened the
perception of distance and time. They sped up the movement between cities and regions, which led
to economic development and made it easier to enter new markets. Society has also been impacted
by railroads. There was a development of modern cities and urbanization since it was simpler for
people to relocate. People from all different countries were able to meet and influence each other.
Trains continued to improve into high-speed lines, and they became the symbol of modernization
during the Industrial Revolution.*?

Regardless of the railway’s usefulness, the response to the invention of trains was not only
positive. People questioned the extent to which their lives would be affected. They wondered
whether the quality of life of their farm animals would change, fearing that they would be disturbed
or even harmed by the locomotives that ran on tracks near their properties. Horse-drawn carriages
would slowly disappear and therefore horses would become worthless to their owners.

Locomotives were considered dangerous by some, and people were skeptical about their safety.>*

30 Wolmar, 11-14.
3 ' Wolmar, 30-39.
32 Wolmar, 37.

33 Wolmar, 44-52.
3 Cook, 23.
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The funding for the construction of railways was also questioned. People were dissatisfied with the
fact that their land should be taken away from them for the building of tracks.®

Turning from the more general impact on society to the personal experiences of those
operating the trains, it is important to consider the demanding conditions faced by the engine
drivers. They worked long hours and did not have a regular schedule. Engine drivers were exposed
to all kinds of weather and since cabins were not designed comfortably, engine drivers had to stand
or crouch in unpleasant positions during their shifts.>® Early locomotives required a lot of manual
work and physical strength. Drivers had to operate brakes that were not as efficient as the modern
ones, shovel coal into the firebox and adjust levers and valves that regulated the flow of steam to
manage speed and power.

Since the locomotives and the railway system were still in development, other risks were
associated with the job. Among the dangerous working conditions were collisions, track instability,
faulty brakes, and boiler explosions. Drivers were exposed to coal dust, smoke, and other harmful
toxins, which could cause respiratory problems and health issues.?” Doctors were worried about
the effect of the railway on the engine drivers, but later in the 1860s, concerns emerged about the
health of the passengers. According to some doctors, the body of a passenger was subjected to
constant stress, uneasiness, and fear, which negatively affected them physically and mentally.*®

The evolution of the railways came with significant changes. At the end of the 19" century,
there was an emphasis on enhancing the travel experience. During those years, trains became
associated with luxury that was designed for affluential and wealthy people who sought more than
transportation. They desired comfort and exclusivity on their journeys. Railway companies
introduced comfortable sleeping compartments, and dining cars that served delicious meals, along
with other innovations that transformed train travel into a mix of leisure and sophistication.”
Companies like The Great British Railway started changing their services and offered exceptional
experiences that made long-distance train travel not only bearable but desirable. Different classes

were introduced so people of various social statuses could get the experience that was proportionate

35 Wolmar, 29-33.

3 Frank McKenna, “Victorian Railway Workers,” History Workshop, no. 1 (1976): 27,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4288033.

37 Frank McKenna, “Victorian Railway Workers,” 51.

38 Nicholas Daly, “Railway Novels: Sensation Fiction and the Modernization of the Senses,” ELH 66, no. 2 (1999):
469-470, http://www.jstor.org/stable/30032080.

3 Martyn Pring, Luxury Railway Travel: A Social and Business History, 22-23.
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to how much money they paid. Train travel reflected the technical advances of the era as well as
symbolizing the railway’s ability to adapt to changing demands.*’ Given the profound impact of
trains as a revolutionary technology and their role in shaping society, often at the risk of people’s
lives and the emergence of unconventional theories, it was only natural that literature wanted to

explore and engage with this topic.

40 Pring, 33-35.
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4. The Railway Detective Series

I will begin the analytical part of this thesis with The Railway Detective series by Edward Marston.
The series provides multiple characters that show various perceptions of the invention of trains as
well as offering different perspectives on what the confined space of a train means. The series
began in 2004 and Marston has continued to release new volumes up to the time of writing. It is
historical crime fiction set in the 1850s and 1860s. It portrays the early days of railway
investigations. Detective Inspector Robert Colbeck and Sergeant Victor Leeming are the central
characters who investigate crimes throughout the novels. Robert Colbeck who is also known as the
“Railway Detective” for his investigative skills and deep understanding of the railway system,
combines intellect with intuition to solve the mysteries that unfold along the tracks. Although
Victor Leeming’s personality and perception of the world seem very different from Colbeck’s,
Leeming’s insights contribute significantly to the duo’s success.

Each novel from the series introduces a new antagonist who uses the railways to commit
crimes, ranging from orchestrated collisions to murder. These crimes not only reflect the challenges
that the rapidly evolving transportation system brought but also highlight the impact of railways
on daily life. In the following chapter, I will analyze two novels from the Railway Detective series—
Murder on the Brighton Express: The Railway Detective Investigates a Fatal Collison (2008), and
The Excursion Train: A Detective Inspector Colbeck Mystery (2005).

4.1 Perception of Trains

As discussed in the “History of the Railway” section, trains were perceived differently among
people in society. The advantages of trains exceeded their limitations and different perspectives
appear in train-related literature. Throughout the Railway Detective series, there are four examples
of people with various opinions on trains. First, Caleb Andrews is the embodiment of the train
enthusiasts. Andrews is an engine driver, and he is described as a responsible man who is dedicated
to his job. He acknowledges the disadvantages introduced above, but he does not mind them and
considers them a part of his job. He appreciates trains and their contributions to society, their
strength, and efficiency. He admires the steam engine and other function parts of the trains as well

as their designs. Edward Marston describes Andrews’s relationship with trains as follows: “A
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locomotive was much more than an inanimate piece of machinery to him. She was a trusted friend,
a living creature with moods, likes and dislikes, a complex lump of metal with her own
idiosyncrasies, a sublime being, blessed with awesome might, who had to be treated correctly in
order to get the best out of her.”*' Andrews treats trains in almost a human manner and he is
horrified when in The Railway Detective (2004), the first book of the series, Sir Humphrey Gilzean
who is the exact opposite and despises trains, has Andrews’s locomotive destroyed in an arranged
robbery.

The second point of view 1s shown through Detective Inspector Robert Colbeck himself.
He is fascinated with trains and enjoys them. He prefers traveling by train and often talks about
their importance in the modern world. When there is a case that involves trains, everyone around
Colbeck jumps to conclusions and automatically assumes it is an accident because trains are not
faultless and if there is a death anywhere near the train, it is either a technical problem or the
driver’s mistake. Colbeck’s knowledge of trains enables him to see things differently and he is
always the one to figure out that a crime has been committed. “Railway companies are there to
serve the needs of their customers, Superintendent.”*? As Colbeck points this out to his boss while
discussing the case. “They simply carry passengers from one place to another. It’s unfair to blame
them for any activities that those passengers may get up to at their destination.”*® The people
Colbeck works with, including the Superintendent and Leeming, question the safety of locomotives
and Colbeck always tries to defend them.

Sergeant Victor Leeming reflects society’s negative attitude towards trains. He prefers
traveling by horse-drawn carriage as he does not believe in the reliability of trains and even if he
is presented with statistics and facts, he is hesitant to change his mind. In Murder on the Brighton
Express, a man derails a train to kill one of the passengers for revenge, which is a human cause,
not the fault of the train, yet Leeming’s bias towards trains does not let his rational thinking see
that. He tells Colbeck: “You know my opinion, Inspector. Railways are dangerous.”** Colbeck

presents facts for Leeming, so he knows that Colbeck’s perception of trains does not come solely

4 Edward Marston, The Railway Detective: A Detective Inspector Colbeck Mystery, Kindle (Allison & Busby, 2009),
7.

42 Edward Marston, The Excursion Train: A Detective Inspector Colbeck Mystery, Kindle (Allison & Busby, 2010),
loc. 128.

4 Edward Marston, The Excursion Train: A Detective Inspector Colbeck Mystery, loc. 128.

4 Edward Marston, Murder on the Brighton Express: The Railway Detective Investigates a Fatal Collision, Kindle
(Allison & Busby, 2010), 21.
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from his fondness for them, but their safety is based on actual data. “That’s not borne out by the
statistics, Victor. Millions of passengers travel by rail each year in complete safety. Of the accidents
reported, the majority are relatively minor and involve no loss of life.’* Colbeck says to Leeming.
In the series, Leeming is proven wrong many times, and he is shown that trains are faster and more
efficient. Just like the people in society, he eventually acknowledges their benefits. In The
Excursion Train, Leeming is chasing a suspect and learns that his accomplice is on the way to warn
him and the only way to get there in time is by train. Leeming says to his partner “I never expected
to hear myself say this, Inspector, but I think we should take a train.”*® He remains skeptical about
trains even though he takes advantage of them sometimes.

I already mentioned Sir Humphrey Gilzean who appeared in The Railway Detective. Unlike
Leeming who simply dislikes trains, this character represents all the hatred people felt for trains
and how they blamed them for the unfortunate things that happened in their lives. Gilzean’s wife
died when she fell off a horse that got scared by a train passing by. Trains remind him of his loss,
and he 1s determined to destroy railway companies and with them the suffering he thinks they
represent. First, he arranges a robbery and manages to damage a train as well and by this, he wants
to show others that trains are dangerous, and crimes are more likely to happen when traveling by
train. Then, he unsuccessfully tries to blow up another train with passengers on it. Lastly, he plans
to demolish the Lord of the Isles, which set the standard for constructing locomotives and is a pride
of the British railways. For Gilzean, it is the symbol of his wife’s death. This character is rather an

extreme example of the resentment people had towards trains.

45 Edward Marston, Murder on the Brighton Express: The Railway Detective Investigates a Fatal Collision, 21.
46 Marston, The Excursion Train: A Detective Inspector Colbeck Mystery, loc. 3364.
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5.

Murder on the Brighton Express

In this chapter, I will analyze Edward Marston’s Murder on the Brighton Express. The novel departs
from the traditional case of a murder within a confined space and challenges the readers’
understanding of the confined space. Through its unique approach, Murder on the Brighton Express
offers a different perspective on the impacts of trains and it allows for a deeper exploration of trains
as a setting in crime narratives.

The plot develops through an accident rather than a straightforward murder. Detective
Colbeck pieces together clues to solve a case that involves betrayal, revenge, and technical
manipulation. The story begins with a conversation between an engine driver Frank Pike and a
fireman John Heddle. Heddle tells Pike that they should try to make the express go as fast as
possible and break the speed record, but Pike insists that safety comes first. He shares the same
loving attitude towards trains and his job as Caleb Andrews, whom I discussed earlier. Suddenly,
Pike notices there is something wrong with the rails but before he can shut off the steam and apply
the brakes, the train goes off the rails and the carriages behind are thrown sideways. The locomotive
keeps going forward and Heddle notices that another train is coming towards them. Marston
highlights the power of trains in the following quote: “Gibbering with fear, Heddle pointed ahead.
A ballast train was puffing towards them on the adjacent line. They could both see the continuous
firework display under its wheels as the brakes fought in vain to slow it down. A collision was
inevitable. There was no escape.”*’ Pike tells the fireman to jump off the train to save himself
before the collision happens and so he does. Pike decides to stay and do as much as he can to stop
the train, he is too proud to leave it. His job is his life purpose, and he is willing to die for it. The
trains collide.

Edward Marston describes the moment of the crash:

“When the engines finally met, there was a deafening clash and the Brighton Express twisted
and buckled, tipping its carriages on to the other line and producing a cacophony of screams,
howls of pain and groans from the passengers. Both locomotives were toppled by the sheer force
of the impact. The long procession of wagons behind the other engine leapt madly off the rails

47 Edward Marston, Murder on the Brighton Express: The Railway Detective Investigates a Fatal Collision, Kindle
(Allison & Busby, 2010), 16.
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and broke up like matchwood, scattering their ballast far and wide in a vicious hailstorm of
stone. It was a scene of utter devastation.”*®

This illustrates the physical destruction in addition to the emphasized psychological terror
among the passengers. The mentions of screams and pain draw attention to the individual
suffering within the collective horror. Later in the story, Segreant Leeming comes back to the
memory of the scene of the disaster, he cannot shake off the shock he felt when he saw the wreck
of the train, smelled the burned human bodies, and heard the cries of people who survived the
crash.

Another passage captures the horrific event:

“It was like the aftermath of a battle. Mangled iron and shattered wood were spread over
a wide area. Bodies seemed to be littered everywhere. Some were being lifted onto stretchers
while others were being examined then treated on the spot. Dozens of people were using shovels
and bare hands as they tried to clear the wreckage from the parallel tracks. The listless air of the
wounded was offset by the frenetic activity of the railway employees. Carts were waiting to
carry more of the injured away.”*

It presents the confined space of the trai