E'Wumen of Noir: GOTHIC gals, VENGEFUL victims, & FEISTY femmes fahﬁs PLUS: COLOR COMIX!

FEMINIST RESPONSE TO POP CULTURE
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I5 FOR MICHAEL

TREE, a true dame

of modern noir.

As hard-boiled as
they come, Ms. Michael Tree
(her father wanted a son) first
appeared in a comic book
series and was maost recently
seen in the pulp paperback
novel Deadly Beloved,

The tough-talking Ms. Tree

was created by Max Allan

Collins and Terry Beatty, in
a fever dream of EC Comics;
Dick Tracy; Dragnet; the
lone-wolf tough guy charac-
ters of Hammett, Chandler,
and Spillane; and Peter
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T murder would be the former 1S FOR .
secretary's first case. HoNEY wesT, -« 8
DEADLY 4 : r‘_
e But Ms. Tree became much the private .
Itl‘.l.-“‘ I‘ll - . " .
. s maore than a playful, or even dick chick
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MAX ALLAN

COLLINS

{Ms.) Michael Tree.

O’'Donnell's Modesty Blaise,
a famous spy-fi heroine from
across the pond.

Collins based the initial
story on the conceit that

progressive, gender reversal
in a noirish tale of loss and
revenge. For more than 15
years, and through various
publishers—from Eclipse

to Renegade Press to DC
Comics—the hercine of the
longest-running detective
comic book of all time lived,
loved, and lost as hard-boiled
protagonists do, but she also
was afforded a complexity
denied most female charac-
ters in comic books. Her first
case as a P may have been
to track down her husband's
killer, but Ms. Tree was never
reduced to simply a widow
{or, for that matter, a cop's N
daughter]. She was also inde-
pendent—a killer, a sister, a
stepmother, and a dangerous
enemy. She was the respected
leader of her own successful
business, and later became

a mother who hunted down
baddies while eight months
pregnant. She was even lov-
ingly and beautifully depicted
on the first page of an issue
of Ms. Tree Quarterly breast-
feeding her newborn—a rar-

who jumped into the P
business headfirst after her
beloved father, Hank, was
murdered in a Hollywood
alley. West, a vivacious and
busty blond, took over her
father's agency in order to
find his killer. Though one of
the first female protagonists
of detective fiction—and

a protofeminist—Honey
frequently found herself
accidentally, and often ludi-
crously, disrobed through
circumstances such as a
game of strip poker or an
oceanic undercurrent, She
first appeared in the novel
This Girl for Hire (1957),
and then again in 10 more
books published between
1958 and 1971, all written by
husband-and-wife team Gloria
and Forest Fickling under the
pseudonym G. G. Fickling.
West was also brought to
television as the title charac-
ter of an eponymous show.
Loosely based on the novels,
this mid-1960s series was
produced by Aaron Spelling,
and as it predated the state-

* writer Mickey Spillane's ity in comics for sure. She is side debut of Emma Peel by
famous pi, Mike Hammer, not a superhero; she doesn't one year, Honey West was
. nally married his secretary, know martial arts—but she is one of the first television
@ the pistol-packing, tough-as- smart, resolved, lethal, and a dramas in the United States

nails Velda. The sad twist:
Hammer is murdered on
their wedding night, leaving

bad-ass babe. She has a gun,

and she knows how to use it.

to feature a female lead in an
action-adventure rale.
Rather than strictly adher-
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the secretary to take over the .
detective agency and step .
into her late husband's shoul-

der halster. The private eye's

ing to detective tropes, the
television incarnation of
Honey West readily borrowed
from the spy craze that was
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Anne Francis as Honey West cuddles her pet ocelot, Bruce.

sweeping both the U.S. and
the U.K. As a result, Honey's
handbag carried not just the
requisite gun, but also gad-

gets such as a lipstick micro-

phone, radio transmitters
disguised as martini olives,
tear gas earrings, and an
exploding compact.
Advertised as a “private
eyeful," Honey's sex kit-
ten appeal was emphasized
through glam attire: black
catsuits, leopard print coats,

|ackie O. sunglasses, very
red lipstick, and, in an odd
departure from the books, a
pet ocelot.

Mevertheless, Honey West,
particularly in her television
incarnation, is a notable, yet
relatively unknown, early femi-
nist character. Capable, brave,
and wicked smart, she was
the head of her own detective
agency, was skilled in martial
arts, and, in an all-tog-rare
reversal of gender roles, had

a male sidekick who deferred
to her authority. Honey West
only lasted one season (1965
65), but the seductive Anne
Francis should be remem-
bered for playing the for-hire
tough cookie with sophistica-
tion and cool beauty—and
winning a Golden Globe

for her effort. Wlﬂ
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