
F
rom cold-blooded crimes to classic whodunits, 
mystery enthusiasts love to hunker down with 
a thrilling page turner—even if, or especially if, 
it keeps them up at night. Luckily, Canada has 

a wealth of talented writers keeping the bookshelves 
stocked with first-rate crime and mystery fiction. 
Endowed with fertile imaginations and an insatiable 
curiosity for the world around them, these authors pen 
the stories that thrill, confound and satisfy our need 
for a lively escape. And while they may not be related 
by blood to Canada’s first crime writer, they certainly 
carry on in his footsteps.

He was christened Charles Grant Blairfindie Al-
len—an exceptional handle for a young boy to carry! 
But then, everything about Grant Allen’s childhood 
was extraordinary. He was born to Charlotte Ann (nee 
Grant) and Rev. Joseph Antisell Allen on February 

lined with bookshelves. Built of dressed limestone from a local 
quarry, the storybook façade was so massive that in 1902 a 
reporter noted he could see it from the south windows of The 
Whig newspaper building in Kingston.

Leaving the posh “castle” confines must have been like entering 
another world for the impressionable youngster. Wolfe Island in 
those days was a rugged frontier land, even for Allen’s upper-class 
family, who owned a large chunk of the island. There were no 
roads—residents travelled by ox-drawn sleds and relied on local 
food. But Grant Allen was in his glory, surrounded by nature at 
its best. Many years later and a world away, in England, he wrote:

“Something of the glamour of childhood surrounds the region 
still in my eyes; sweeter flowers blow there than anywhere else on 
this prosaic planet; bigger fish lurk among the crevices; bluer birds 
flit between the honeysuckle; and livelier squirrels gambol upon 
the hickory trees than in any other cases of this oblate spheroid. 
I see the orange lilies and the lady’s-slippers still by the reflected 
light of ten-year-old memories.”

As a child, Allen was prone to sickness and, except for ice-skating, 
rarely participated in physical activity with other children. Instead 
he became a scholar of anything and everything that crossed his 
path. His sister credited the complex parentage of Irish on his 
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24, 1848, at the family mansion, Alwington House, in Kingston, 
Upper Canada. Or was he? Historians argue that he came into 
the world a short boat ride away—at a castle in the Thousand 
Islands. In the grand scheme of things the birthing location is 
moot, but there is no disputing the fact that bucolic Wolfe Island 
is where Grant Allen spent his formative years. Memories of that 
early life of freedom and adventure remained with him all his 
days, inspiring more than forty novels, countless short stories, 
and a popular present-day Wolfe Island festival—fittingly dubbed 
“Scene of the Crime.”

For a lad with Grant Allen’s imagination and love of nature, 
growing up on an island was a wonderful experience. He was 
home-schooled by his father, the first vicar of Wolfe Island’s Trinity 
Anglican Church and himself an avid student of the mysteries of 
living things. “Home” in this case was a rambling 25-room manor 
house, originally named Longueuil Castle in honour of Grant’s 
great-grandmother, the Baroness de Longueuil. When Grant’s 
mother inherited the estate, his father renamed it “Ardath” after 
his home in Ireland, but locals have always called it “the castle.”

Ardath Chateau was a stunning piece of architecture: French 
feudal in style, with three-inch-thick carved oak doors, trefoil-
adorned Gothic arches and an impressive wood-panelled library 
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father’s side and Scottish mixed with French on his mother’s for 
“Grant’s wonderful versatility, alertness and power of rapid passage 
from one subject to another, qualities controlled by a scientific 
spirit. He was extremely gentle towards all living creatures. How 
delightful it was to be told by him about the hummingbirds and 
curious stick insects.”

Grant Allen began his writing career on Wolfe Island, six weeks 
before his seventh birthday. One day his mother observed him 
very busy at his little table, and when she asked what he was do-
ing, he said, “Oh, Mother, I am writing a book on ‘War or Peace: 
Which Shall It Be?’ and this is the chapter on Peace.” Even as a 
young child he asked the most intelligent questions, leaving his 
parents wondering what was going through his mind.

The Allen family left Canada for New Haven, Connecticut, when 
Grant was thirteen. There he and his elder brother were educated 
by a tutor from the neighbouring college of Yale. A year later, the 
family set sail for France, “for the education of the children,” and 
eventually settled in England, where Grant continued his studies 
at Oxford. All the while he was pondering and questioning the 
world around him. As the years progressed, he formed unshak-
able opinions on religion, morals and evolution, and contributed 
essays on those and another favourite subject, botany, to leading 
scientific journals of the day.

So what in the world made this upright, well-educated scholar 
turn to a life of crime (writing)? For a talented wordsmith, intrigued 
almost to the point of obsession by people, places and things, it 
was a natural progression. And in late Victorian times, magazine 
fiction paid much better than highbrow literary pursuits. Worried 
that his reputation as a man of science would be sullied by such 
fanciful efforts, his first works were published under a pseudonym.

“Novel writing, for me,” said Allen, “was quite an accident.  
I wrote an article once for Belgravia magazine about a ghost; this 
I threw for convenience sake into the form of a story, though it 
really was scientific. They printed it and then asked for another 
story, and after this I went on writing stories on request, but  
I thought little of them myself and signed them J. Arbuthnot Wilson.”

Lo and behold, his stories were not only accepted, but readers 
and editors clamoured for more by this mysterious author who 

literally came out of nowhere. After the success with magazines, 
he was advised to try a novel, which he did, commenting: “I 
wrote Philistia and found then I could live on novels while I might 
starve on science.”

Grant Allen soon became one of the most prolific writers of his 
time, churning out as many as four novels a year, along with short 
stories and other works of non-fiction. Calling himself “the busi-
est man in England,” he told his friend and eventual biographer, 
Edward Clodd, in 1893, “Even with the aid of my typewriter, I find 
it hard to get through all I have to do in the twenty-four hours. A 
man who would invent a day of forty-eight would be conferring a 
great benefit on suffering humanity. And yet, when one comes to 
think how tired one is at the end of the existing day, any addition 
to it would be rather terrible to contemplate….”

Readers especially relished his “blood and thunderers”—de-
liberately designed thrillers with fast-moving plots and lots of 
colourful action. And Allen, the scientist, always made sure he 
had his facts straight. When asked by a reporter whether he had 
studied medicine before writing The Devil’s Die, he admitted 
cheekily, “Well, yes, all technicalities there are from a medical 
jurisprudence book; I go to scientific and statistical authority for 
everything. In my “poisoning” stories I work from a priori and 
not from individual cases in a police court. I am fairly correct in 
my details, but I sometimes wilfully distort them.”

On the coattails of hard work came a steady flow of income. 
Allen’s serial novel An African Millionaire netted him £5 sterling 
per 1,000 words—a lucrative return, since each episode ran to 
6,000 words. The acclaimed series consisted of twelve related 
adventures starring a con man and master of disguise, Colonel 
Clay. Critics called it “lightweight,” at the same time lauding its 
“ingenious plotting.” The work also gained Grant Allen notoriety 
in the annals of crime writing history, for being the first author 
to make a hero out of a thief. Renowned authority Ellery Queen 
believed Allen should receive credit for inventing this conceit 
and included An African Millionaire in his prestigious list of 101 
books that make up Ellery Queen’s Quorum: A History of the 
Detective-Crime Story.

After Colonel Clay’s exploits, Allen followed up with a new 
(for him) twist—a female detective as heroine. He developed 
two series in that vein, which ran from 1898 until 1900. The first, 
“Miss Cayley’s Adventures,” was so popular that the publisher of 
The Strand paid £1,000 in advance for serial rights. The second 
series, “Hilda Wade,” was left unfinished when he died, until his 
friend Arthur Conan Doyle paid him homage by completing the 
last two stories. The final instalment was titled, The Episode of 
the Dead Man Who Spoke.

Grant Allen passed away in October 1899, after an agonizing 
bout with what was probably liver or pancreatic cancer. Over the 
years, he had plotted the untimely demise of many a fictional 
character, but his own thoughts on death were formed at an early 
age, when he slipped under the ice in the frigid waters surround-
ing Wolfe Island and nearly drowned. He spoke candidly of the 
subject: “I know how it feels to die; and though it is momentarily 
uncomfortable, it isn’t half as bad as breaking your arm or having 
a tooth drawn. In fact, the actual dying itself is quite painless—as 
painless as falling asleep. Of course, one might strongly object to a 
painful end, on account of its painfulness, but death itself, it seems 
to me, need have absolutely no terrors for a sensible person.”

The Wolfe Island ferry remains the only way to the island.

The Country Connection   SUMMER/AUTUMN  13



Crime takes a holiday
Fast forward to 2011, where there is mystery 

afoot on Wolfe Island. Though he didn’t believe 
in the afterlife, every summer Grant Allen’s spirit 
comes alive in his old haunting grounds for the 
annual Scene of the Crime Festival.

Hosted and attended by some of Canada’s 
finest crime writers, it is most of all a festival 
for readers. One day each August, four authors 
and the Grant Allen honouree are given an 
opportunity to engage with mystery lovers in 
an informal setting. And fans, who often read 
a particular book beforehand, have the thrill of 
meeting the writer for a one-on-one discussion.

This year’s event takes place on Saturday, 
August 13, beginning with a meet-and-greet 
over muffins and coffee, then a short walk to 
the United Church for readings by the invited 
authors, followed by lunch. Next is a stroll 
through town to Trinity Anglican Church for 
a panel discussion and guest lecture, followed 
by presentation of the Grant Allen award, an 
interview with the winner and a reading. Then it’s 
off to the famous church 
supper.

In the words of Prince 
Edward County mystery 
novelist and Scene of the 
Crime board member, 
Vicki Delany, “Wolfe 
Island is the perfect place 
for a festival. All the events 
are within easy walking 
distance—held in historic 
churches and halls on a 
beautiful island that’s only accessible by (free) 
ferry. The ambiance is just great, as guests mingle 
with authors on the lawns, sit together at the 
church supper and chat as they browse the book 
table. It’s a perfect Canadian summer’s outing.”

Like Grant Allen, Rev. Canon Christopher 
Carr spent his childhood on Wolfe Island. 
And as present rector of Trinity Anglican 
Church, Grant’s father’s former vicar-
age, he still lives next door in the manse 
where he grew up, just a stone’s throw 
from the site of Ardath Chateau. The 
“castle,” however, is long gone—burned 
to the ground in 1935. “There aren’t 
even any ruins to speak of,” says Canon 
Carr, “only a slight wave in the ground 
covered in lilacs.”

Wolfe Island’s population of 1,200 
doubles in the summer, thanks to its 
sandy beaches and laid-back lifestyle. 
Wind farming has taken the place of 
traditional crops and tourism is now a 
major source of income. That’s part of the 
reason Canon Carr serves on the Scene 

of the Crime board; he loves being an islander 
and wants visitors to share the experience. The 
vicar also has a shocking revelation. “I’ve been 
living off the avails of crime myself!” he says. 
“I spent years working in Correctional Services 
with prisoners of all sorts, effectively profiting 
from criminals. Now I feel it’s my professional 
obligation to give something back by support-
ing Grant Allen and Canadian crime writing!”

Any publisher worth his or her snuff keeps a 
finger on the pulse of readership trends. It was 
that way in Grant Allen’s time and it’s the same 
today. One of the best in the business, Sylvia 
McConnell, former publisher of RendezVous 
Crime and current acquisitions editor for Dun-
durn Press, offers her insight: “Even twenty 
years ago, readers of mystery fiction had to turn 
to British or American authors for their fix. But 
with the advent of so many wonderful Canadian 
authors, fans can now choose a mystery set in 
their local area, or Canada’s capital, Ottawa—a 
crime writing hotbed! Barbara Fradkin, Mary 

Jane Maffini, C. B. Forrest, 
to name a few—or on either 
coast of this huge country, 
from Lou Allin’s mysteries 
set on Vancouver Island, to 
Thomas Rendell Curran’s set 
in St. John’s, Newfoundland.”

Sylvia places Canadian 
crime fiction “somewhere 
between the marvellous cosies 
and gritty police procedur-
als of the UK, and the more 

violent, urban crime scenes of American mys-
teries. Canadians specialize in intricate plots, 
compelling settings and complex characters, 
generally without gore or splash. And we love 
our humour... . If you’re Canadian, you’ll see 
yourself in Canadian crime fiction.”

Mystery novelist Vicki Delany.

Wolfe Island, the perfect place for a mystery!
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Words from  
2011 Grant Allen Award Winner,  
Maureen Jennings:

“When I learned about the Grant Allen award, I regret to say, I had 
not really heard of the said gentleman. Feeling it was only right and 
proper to read his books if I was going to accept an award in his name, 
I ordered some immediately. I wished I had had a chance to meet him.

My biggest love and influence has been the Sherlock Holmes canon. 
In Grant Allen’s “Hilda Wade” stories, I got to meet a woman with a 
brilliant memory and mind, who tosses out observations which amaze 
and startle the recipient. She possesses what Sherlock could not 
have—feminine intuition. I do love those bits, when she explains how 
she reached her startling conclusions. In a lovely tip of the hat, Allen 
made her chronicler, like Watson, a medical doctor.

Now, of course, there is a plethora of women detectives in fiction, 
but Allen was ahead of his time in featuring such a woman. She is not 
a detective but she is distinctly a feminine version of good old Sherlock.

I think Allen would have enjoyed the fact that there are so many 
excellent Canadian writers nowadays, many of them female, who are 
holding their own with the best of British and American writers. On the 
other hand, maybe not. He was all on his own as a Canadian at that 
time, and his attitude toward women seems, in spite of his books, to 
have been imbued with the notions of his society. Women were vain, 
caught up with their own appearance, easily bored. However, he does 
acknowledge them as the softer sex, the keepers of intuition—good 
at nursing and typewriting and the healing arts. Women read mystery 
stories such as his, but surely they don’t write them. Ha!

The Wolfe Island Scene of the Crime would have interested him 
immensely. What a beautiful setting to get together to talk about crime 
and criminals. And you can’t get off the island except by boat. Sounds 
like a good setting for a mystery. Mr. Allen, are you listening?”

Maureen Jennings

Coming full circle
The Grant Allen award is given annually to a Canadian author 

who has made significant contributions to crime writing in Canada, 
not only by the outstanding quality of their work, but by their 
willingness to promote the genre both at home and internationally. 
This year’s winner, Maureen Jennings, epitomizes all of the above.

Maureen is an accomplished novelist and short story writer 
whose  William Murdoch Mysteries, set in late-Victorian era To-
ronto, have literally put Canadian crime writing on the map. Her 
endearing characters form the basis for the popular “Murdoch 
Mysteries” TV series, and the books and screen adaptations have 
been translated for countries around the globe. Maureen’s latest 
venture, the Season of Darkness Trilogy, is a trio of suspense novels 
set in rural England in the darkest days of the Second World War.

After doing some sleuthing, I discovered Allen and Jennings 
have some curious connections. Grant Allen was born in Upper 
Canada, moved to England and settled at the age of sixteen in 
Birmingham, where he excelled at King Edward’s School in classic 
literature, but surprisingly not in natural history (science). Here’s 
where it gets interesting.

Maureen Jennings was born in Birmingham, England, and 
graduated early from Saltley grammar school “with a wide and 
deep knowledge of English literature and an abysmal ignorance 
in math and science.” At the age of seventeen, Maureen and her 
mother emigrated from Birmingham to Ontario, Canada.

In the late 1890s, Grant Allen was an established mystery writer 
in the UK. Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes, was 
a good friend who was at Allen’s bedside when he died. Mau-
reen’s William Murdoch Mysteries take place in the late 1890s 
and acknowledge the persona of Arthur Conan Doyle. Sherlock 
Holmes books are her long-time favourites.

When Maureen Jennings accepts her award this summer, 
she’ll be bringing Grant Allen’s legacy full circle. In his lifetime he 
never went back to Wolfe Island, but thanks to the “Birmingham 
connection,” the island’s favourite son will return home to the 
“Scene of the Crime.” o

To plot your Wolfe Island getaway, visit www.sceneofthecrime.ca and 
don’t forget to pack a good book! Check out the latest at http://www.
crimewriterscanada.com.

Special thanks to Brian MacDonald, President, Wolfe Island Histori-
cal Society, and Rev. Canon Christopher Carr for their invaluable 
research assistance.

Scene from the “Murdoch Mysteries” TV series.
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