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  FOREWORD


  




  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had a lifelong interest in crime and detection. Yet despite the immense popularity of his own detective stories, it is all too often overlooked that the

  creator of Sherlock Holmes was himself a criminologist of distinction, and that he often acted as a ‘consulting’ detective, that unique vocation he gave his own immortal character.




  Conan Doyle could easily have applied to himself Holmes’ own words in The Sign of Four: ‘I am the last and highest court of appeal in detection. When Gregson, or Lestrade, or

  Athelney Jones are out of their depths – which, by the way, is their normal state – the matter is laid before me. I examine the data, as an expert, and pronounce a specialist’s

  opinion. I claim no credit in such cases. My name figures in no newspapers.’




  When he introduced Holmes to Watson in the laboratory of Bart’s Hospital, young Stamford remarked of Holmes, ‘You seem to be a walking calendar of crime’. Later in Baker

  Street, Watson discovered that Holmes appeared ‘to know every detail of every horror perpetrated in the century’. Holmes borrows this knowledge from his creator, for Conan Doyle owned a

  criminological library and was widely read in the criminal history of several countries: ‘You will find a parallel case in Riga in ’54,’ as Holmes says.




  This book relates some of the cases from Conan Doyle’s private calendar of crime, including some of the greatest sensations of the period, from Jack the Ripper to Sacco and Vanzetti, from

  Dr Crippen to the mysterious disappearance of Agatha Christie.




  This is not another book about Sherlock Holmes, nor is it a straightforward biography of Conan Doyle. Perhaps it should really be called ‘a study in scarlet’. It tries to put old

  facts in a new light by going back to the beginning of Conan Doyle’s life, and picking up the scarlet thread of murder and crime which runs through it to the end. Many will perhaps be

  surprised, thinking of Conan Doyle as the author of anodyne tales, to find him in 1929, only a few months before his death, visiting the scene of a brutal sex-murder in South Africa and taking up

  his inquiry into the case with the same relish for crime that he had as a fifteen-year-old schoolboy brought to the denizens of the ‘Chamber of Horrors’ in Madame Tussaud’s famous

  waxworks on a holiday visit to London in 1874.




  His biographers in the past paid little attention to this aspect of Conan Doyle’s rich and well-filled life, although his heroic efforts to vindicate the innocence of George Edalji and

  Oscar Slater are always spoken of.




  Here I have tried to collect accounts, many by Conan Doyle himself, others based on his documentation, of all the crimes that interested him, and to cast new light on those with which he was

  directly involved. They are told largely from his point of view, which means that they do not always coincide with other versions, but the documentation will allow interested readers to pursue them

  in greater detail. Even to the most enthusiastic admirers of Sherlock Holmes, I think much of the material in these chapters will be either new or unfamiliar.




  Peter Costello




  Dublin




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  A DETECTIVE CALLS




  In March 1885, Arthur Conan Doyle was in practice as a doctor in Southsea, a suburb of Portsmouth, the great naval base on the south coast of England.




  He was twenty-five years old, nearly four years graduated from Edinburgh University, a poor professional man with few patients. At this date he had little to show either for his long-held

  literary ambitions.




  About 10 o’clock in the evening of Friday, 27 March, on what had already proved to be a most difficult day, he and an elderly ex-naval friend he calls ‘Captain Whitehall’

  returned to Conan Doyle’s house, 1 Bush Villas, Elm Grove, near the town centre.




  A burly man with heavy whiskers stood waiting on the step inside the railing on which Conan Doyle’s brass plate was displayed under the red lamp which marked a doctor’s surgery.




  ‘Are you Dr Doyle, Sir?’ the man asked.




  Conan Doyle admitted that he was.




  ‘I am a detective from the local police station. I was ordered to enquire into the death of a young man in your house lately.’




  In every writer’s life there is one incident which suddenly crystallizes what had been until then incoherent feelings and ambitions.




  Though his biographers have made nothing of it before now, this sinister visit by a police detective to the young Conan Doyle resulted, in my opinion, in the creation of Sherlock Holmes, and in

  the fixing of Conan Doyle’s lifelong fascination with the mysteries of crime and detection.




  Recalling this incident a few years later in the course of writing his now almost forgotten autobiographical novel The Stark Munro Letters (published in September 1895), Conan Doyle

  confessed that this visit came ‘like a thunderbolt out of the blue sky’: police inquiries are always disturbing, especially for the innocent.




  He invited the detective into the house. Had the officer any objections to the presence of his friend and colleague Captain Whitehall? – a query later to be echoed again and again in the

  stories of Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson.




  Conan Doyle found when they were seated in the front room, overlooking the street, which he used as his consulting office – much of the house was still unfurnished – that the

  policeman was a person of tact, with a pleasant manner. The police station he worked out of was nearby in Albert Road, just at the east end of Elm Grove. He began to put his questions. (The

  dialogue quoted here is not my invention, but is taken directly from Conan Doyle’s text, with the real names restored where possible.1)




  ‘Of course, Dr Doyle,’ the officer began, ‘you are much too well known in the town for anyone to take this matter seriously.’




  He paused.




  ‘But the fact is that we have had an anonymous letter this morning saying that the young man died yesterday and was to be buried at an unusual hour today, and that the circumstances were

  suspicious.’




  Anonymous letters to the police, as they both knew well, are all too often the quiet start of the most sensational of criminal investigations.




  ‘He died the day before yesterday,’ Conan Doyle explained. ‘He was buried at eight today.’




  Then he told the detective the story from the beginning.




  Conan Doyle had come to Southsea only in the summer of 1882, towards the end of June, and he was still facing the usual difficulties of a young doctor in a new town of getting

  his practice off the ground. His neighbour, a well-established doctor named William Royston Pike, a decade older than Doyle and who lived at the top of Yarborough Road, a mere hundred yards away,

  was very kind to him. A few days before, Pike had called him into consultation about a difficult case. He wanted Conan Doyle to give his opinion on a patient, a young man named Jack Hawkins, the

  son of a widow who had arrived in Southsea the previous October.




  The doctors called on the family, who were in lodgings at 2 Queen’s Gate, down on the Osborne Road, overlooking the common facing the sea. Aside from the mother and twenty-five-year-old

  son, there was a pretty daughter, slightly older, named Louise.




  Doyle realized when he saw the family that he had already encountered them. Sometime before, while on a railway journey, he had shared a compartment with them. The son had thrown an epileptic

  fit and Conan Doyle had helped the ladies attend to him. The young man was dosed with the bromide his mother carried with her and soon recovered. Mrs Hawkins explained that they were on their way

  from Gloucester to Southsea. She gave him her card and suggested he call on them if ever he was in Southsea. (This at least is the account given in The Stark Munro Letters.) But now, in

  their present distress about Jack’s developing illness, they did not recognize him: only later did Louise realize why the young doctor’s face had seemed familiar.




  

    [image: ]




    The scene in the train, illustration from The Stark Munro Letters (The Idler 1894)


  




  There was no doubt about the case. Jack had meningitis – the fit in the train would have been an early sign, a premonitory symptom. Death – in those days before antibiotics –

  was certain, only a matter of time. Indeed at this date meningitis was a mysterious illness – the active agent would not be isolated until 1887. A few days later the mother and daughter

  called on Conan Doyle. They were distraught. Jack’s illness was upsetting their host and he could not continue to be nursed where he was.




  Conan Doyle’s house was empty (except for his younger brother Innes and a housekeeper who occupied the basement). He offered to take the boy into his own home as a ‘resident

  patient’ – much like Mr Blessington in the Sherlock Holmes story of that title.




  Once in bed at 1 Bush Villas the boy’s condition worsened. As his sister would later die from tuberculosis, it is more than likely that this ran in the family, and that Jack was suffering

  from the tubercular form of the illness. He had been taking bromide of potassium, which relieved his symptoms, such as those spasms which had been so distressing in the train. Conan Doyle was

  following a typical treatment of the period and was giving him a medicine in which a little chloral was mixed.




  Conan Doyle was well aware of the limits of medication. He owned two books on materia medica, which he kept to the end of his life. One, by Alexander Milne, he had had at medical school

  and it was interleaved with a handwritten list of medicines and their doses. The other was by Alfred Garrod. Both were standard textbooks of the day.




  However, with chloral care was needed. Though frequently used then as a substitute for morphia in treating delirium tremens, St Vitus’ Dance, tetanus and whooping cough, it was a

  drug which had to be used with great caution. A contemporary medical text book says of chloral that ‘the depressing action . . . upon the heart renders it dangerous’ (Pepper, 1886, I,

  834). An over-large dose in some individuals could kill rather than cure. Dixon Mann, that much-used authority in the field of medical jurisprudence, states clearly that ‘The toxic action of

  choral hydrate is extremely irregular’ (Mann, 1898, 542). A dose as small as three grains was reported to have killed a child.




  Dr Pike called on the evening of Tuesday, 24 March, and Conan Doyle asked him to come upstairs and have a look at the patient. In retrospect, Conan Doyle realized this small incident may have

  been one of the most momentous in his life. It had been a trivial request, but as Dr Joseph Bell his old teacher at Edinburgh University had always insisted, such trivialities were of the greatest

  importance. It was the merest chance that Dr Pike had called and had seen the boy: if he had not, the history of detective fiction might well have been different.




  Jack’s temperature had come down to 101.5°F and that night he slept. This was not in fact a reassuring sign but a dangerous one. At eight in the morning (Wednesday, 25 March) the

  housekeeper brought up the arrowroot ordered the night before, as part of the liquid diet indicated in the illness. Conan Doyle was roused from sleep by her hoarse scream. The young man was

  dead.




  Jack’s face was relaxed now, free from pain, so peacefully smiling that Conan Doyle could hardly recognize the fevered features of the previous day. Anatomists he had heard lecture at

  university had said this was merely a post-mortem relaxation of the facial muscles. But Conan Doyle thought they might be wrong: there was great promise in the faces of the dead. The first note of

  the great theme of his last years, which were to be devoted to spiritualism and communication with the dead, had been struck.




  After he had broken the news to the family, the arrangements for registering the death, obtaining a burial order, hiring an undertaker, purchasing a plot, and arranging for the funeral had to be

  seen to. Even after the funeral that morning, which Conan Doyle had attended with Captain Whitehall, there had been official formalities to be dealt with. It was these tedious chores which had

  taken some time, even with help from his friend.




  The detective listened attentively to all of this, and took a note or two of the pertinent facts.




  ‘Who signed the certificate?’ he asked.




  ‘I did,’ Conan Doyle replied.




  This was correct procedure, yet the detective raised his eyebrows slightly. ‘There is really no-one to check your statements then?’ he asked.




  ‘Oh yes, Dr Pike saw him the night before he died. He knew all about the case.’




  The detective shut his notebook with a snap. Dr Pike had been the Medical Officer of Health in Southsea and was well known to the police as the Honorary Physician to the Royal Hospital in the

  town.




  ‘That is final, Dr Doyle. Of course, I must see Dr Pike as a matter of form, but if his opinion agrees with yours I can only apologize to you for this intrusion.’




  The detective left, followed by the salty imprecations of Conan Doyle’s naval friend against the rascal who had written the anonymous letter. If he caught up with them . . . ‘By God

  sir, you’d have a real case to look after then.’ In fact no light was ever cast on the local enemy who had anonymously denounced Dr Doyle to the police.




  This account is taken, as I say, directly from Conan Doyle’s novel, The Stark Munro Letters. He had signed the certificate, which was quite regular – but he had failed to

  indicate, as he should have done, how long the condition had existed. A technical error perhaps, but Conan Doyle realized, of course, that such a police interview could have had serious

  consequences for a young doctor. He had an estranged friend in Plymouth, Dr George Turnavine Budd – one of the models, many think, for Professor George Challenger – whose professional

  decline followed on the heels of the unfavourable comments of the local coroner after one of his patients had died.




  Post mortems and inquests had serious implications for a doctor’s reputation; families never like them. But this case would have involved an exhumation, which could have been done only by

  special order of the Home Office. That would have meant ruin. A tragic death might well have become a matter of murder overnight. In the classic British legal expression, Conan Doyle would have

  become ‘the man now helping the police with their inquiries’.




  Conan Doyle now found himself emotionally attracted, perhaps out of a sense of pity, to Jack’s sister Louise, ‘a very gentle and amiable girl’. Some financial interests

  depended on the young man’s death – £100 a year for Louise, her now enlarged share of their late father’s estate. Such a sum would have a significant value to a poor doctor,

  whose own annual income was about £270 a year.




  If Dr Pike had not arrived that night, it was more than likely there would have been an exhumation. And then – well, there was the chloral in the body. A sharp lawyer or local gossip could

  have made much of the point. And besides, the first breath of suspicion would have blown away his modest, but rising, practice. ‘What awful things lurk at the corners of life’s highway,

  ready to pounce upon us as we pass,’ he has the hero of his novel, Dr Stark Munro, reflect.




  Conan Doyle had not committed a crime. At worst a professional error could be imputed to him, if even that. The fact that he himself had been the victim of an anonymous letter, that the innocent

  circumstances of an ordinary yet tragic death could so easily have been distorted by the mere presence of a drug and the matter of an inheritance, that what he had done in all innocence could be

  made to seem highly suspicious, all these facts made a deep impression on Conan Doyle.




  He wrote about the incident with great feeling in his novel, and, guided by his own emotions, we should not overlook its deep significance: Conan Doyle knew now how guilty the innocent might

  seem.




  This, moreover, was his first encounter with a detective. It changed his life.




  Haunted, I suspect, by a nagging doubt that he might actually have precipitated Jack Hawkins’ death by careless medication, Conan Doyle’s sense of chivalry prompted his protection of

  the girl. He became engaged to Louise, or Touie as he now called her, less out of love than of a sense of duty. He was not, he knew, in love with her. When in later years he did fall in love, he

  knew it for a very different feeling. Touie was dear to him, he later told his brother Innes. Yet there was a large part of his intimate life that was not filled by Louise. This emotional emptiness

  was filled after he met Jean Leckie, his second wife, with whom he conducted a long relationship until they were able to marry after Louise died. But that was all in the distant future when Arthur

  and Louise became engaged.




  Some months later, on 6 August 1885, at Thornton-in-Lonsdale parish church, then in Yorkshire (but now in Cumbria), Dr Arthur Conan Doyle Esq. MD married Miss Louise Hawkins, ‘youngest

  daughter of the late Jeremiah Hawkins, Esq. of Minsterworth, in the country of Gloucester’ according to the notice that the family inserted rather grandly in The Times of London.




  Louise Hawkins had been born on 10 September 1857, 20 months before Conan Doyle’s own birth, the daughter of Jeremiah and his wife Emily, née Butts, at Prasebrook Cottage, Dixton,

  in Monmouthshire. The Hawkins family had been established in Minsterworth since the mid-eighteenth century, where they had been gentry of some standing, but later seem to have declined in wealth.

  Hence the retirement, after her father’s death, to more economic lodgings on the south coast.




  It was now little more than four months since Jack’s death – mourning seems not to have lasted long in either the Doyle or the Hawkins family.




  And only eight months later, in March 1886, the first anniversary of Jack Hawkins’ death and the detective’s sinister visit, in the same house in Southsea, in the very same

  consulting room where he himself had been questioned about a suspected murder, Conan Doyle began to write A Study in Scarlet, his first detective story (see his handwritten notes, opposite).

  He was beginning to exorcize the fears that haunted him.




  In that short novel the consulting room, the police detective on a false trail, the blustering friend, the frightened young woman, even death by poison, were to find a strange new fictional

  form.




  Sherlock Holmes had arrived.
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  CHAPTER TWO




  DR DOYLE AND MR HOLMES




  The original notes which Conan Doyle made in March 1886 when he sat down to write his detective story still survive. It is astonishing to find that, despite some initial

  fumbling for plot and title, the essential concept of Dr Watson and Sherlock Holmes was there from the beginning.




  These two immortals of literature – does anyone anywhere need to be told who they are? – arose from a deep, creative need in Conan Doyle himself, reflecting contrasting aspects of

  his own nature. They were not worked for; they were inspired. And for that we have to thank the anonymous detective of the Southsea police.




  Suspicion of murder, the fear we all feel faced with official inquiries, began the creative process that led to A Study in Scarlet. I will have more to say later about the biographical

  and literary background to the writing of the book, but for the moment we will concentrate on the psychology of the affair.




  All his life Conan Doyle was conscious of the narrow margin of fate that protects the innocent, the minor twist of evidence that could acquit or hang an accused. This is reflected in his

  fiction, and finds expression in an interest in crime and detection, and in a deep, lifelong concern for the victims of injustice.




  That Dr Doyle and Dr Watson were strikingly similar has long been obvious. ‘I am the man in the street,’ claimed Conan Doyle, and that is Watson’s role in the Holmes stories.

  Doyle’s honest simplicity, his ordinariness, his complete Watsonness, have been taken by some of his biographers as the key to his life story.




  Clearly Dr Watson, whatever other models he may have had in real life, such as Conan Doyle’s own secretary Major Herbert Wood, is largely drawn from Doyle himself.




  For a start both are medical men of much the same age with sporting interests. Both have a bluff, hearty appearance. Both seem conventional, imperialist in politics, non-intellectual men of

  action. Dr Watson even shares Conan Doyle’s love for Southsea, and his literary tastes, such as a liking for the sea-stories of William Clark Russell. Compared with his anti-social friend, Dr

  Watson (an author after all!) is a public figure. And he marries conventionally, like Dr Doyle, a girl he meets in the course of a professional case. As mentioned earlier, even in appearance Dr

  Watson must have resembled Conan Doyle. They were both men in their late twenties, Watson being only a few years older than Conan Doyle.




  In contrast to this is Conan Doyle as Sherlock Holmes.2 In Southsea, Doyle often refers in his letters to his ‘Bohemian’ way of life, which

  ended naturally enough with his marriage to Louise Hawkins. Doyle owned the chemical apparatus on which Holmes’ malodorous experiments were conducted. His were the untidy lodgings, shared

  with a congenial companion (his brother Innes), crowded with memorabilia, books of cuttings, criminal records. Mrs Hudson of Baker Street had her real life model in the Scottish housekeeper (an old

  family servant of the Doyles) who cared for Conan and Innes Doyle in Southsea. The purple dressing-gown, the shag-filled pipe, the long hours of lonely introspection on the meaning of life were all

  part of Conan Doyle’s life before they were bestowed upon Holmes.




  Doyle, too, took drugs; not the morphine or cocaine of Sherlock Holmes, but others, in a simple spirit of experiment. ‘I have to be careful for I dabble with poisons a good deal,’

  says Holmes: one of Conan Doyle’s first publications was a note, ‘Gelseminum as a Poison’, in the British Medical Journal (20 September 1879), relating the effects of the

  drug on his own system, a dangerous procedure indeed.




  Doyle, like Holmes, valued his privacy, but was always available for consultation. He gave Holmes his talent for boxing, but the great detective’s violin playing came from elsewhere.




  Conan Doyle recommended William Winwood Reade’s book The Martyrdom of Man (1872) to his friends as ‘one of the most remarkable ever penned’ before Sherlock Holmes did.

  ‘Daring speculations’, Watson thought, though Holmes drew a lesson from Winwood Reade as they pursued the mysterious fugitives in The Sign of Four. Doyle’s own private

  broodings over his lapse from the Catholic faith of his youth, in which Reade played a part, left their mark on his fiction.




  In the early 1880s, before the creation of A Study in Scarlet, Conan Doyle in Southsea was indolent, inquisitive, cerebral, complex, and often unconventional. And unmarried.




  Sherlock Holmes, then, represents another, less familiar, side of Conan Doyle’s character, and in the Holmes stories written at speed with little time for thought, he often expresses

  feelings more deeply hidden in his more studied writings. Samuel Rosenberg in his amusing inquiry Naked Is the Best Disguise discusses some of these hidden aspects of the tales, largely from

  a literary point of view. But there is more than a literary point of view to Conan Doyle and Sherlock Holmes.




  Conan Doyle as Dr Watson was an establishment figure, accepting a knighthood, standing for Parliament, and defending British policy over Ireland, the Boers and the Great War.




  Conan Doyle as Sherlock Holmes was a closet radical, refusing a title, defending victims of injustice and political persecution at home and abroad. While writing his officially favoured history

  of the campaigns on the Western Front in 1916, Conan Doyle also lobbied to save the life of Sir Roger Casement from a traitor’s death.3




  For his biographer John Dickson Carr, Conan Doyle’s identification with Holmes was the great hidden joke of the writer’s life. For Adrian Conan Doyle it was something more; he had no

  doubts that his father was essentially ‘the real Sherlock Holmes’, and would respond with anger to all attempts to see Sherlock Holmes as based on any other real-life figure; indeed he

  had a long-standing feud with the American novelist Irving Wallace on this score.




  Adrian Conan Doyle was born in 1910, well past what is usually thought of as the heyday of Sherlock Holmes, even though his father went on publishing the stories until 1927. He recalls some

  vividly Sherlockian scenes from the family’s private life in the 1920s.




  

    

      My memories as a youth are mottled with sudden, silent periods when, following upon some agitated stranger or missive, my father would disappear into his study for two or

      three days on end. It was not a question of affectation but complete mental absorption that checked and counter-checked, pondered, dissected and sought the clue to some mystery that had been

      hurried to him as the last court of appeal. The hushed footfalls of the whole household, the tray of untasted food standing on the threshold, the subconscious feeling of tension that would

      settle on family and staff alike, were not less than the reflected essence of the brain, the lamp, and the letter that wrought their unpublicized drama on the inner side of the curtained

      door.


    


  




  This is pure Baker Street. But the key word, I think, is unpublicized, for I suspect that many of the cases on which Conan Doyle gave his advice, sometimes even his

  direct assistance, as a consulting detective, have gone unrecorded. Adrian Conan Doyle was always impressed by his father’s skill, in the style of Sherlock Holmes, in deducing facts about

  complete strangers.




  

    

      In power of deductive observation I have never known his equal. These strange gifts played their part in Conan Doyle’s private life. In travelling through the capital

      cities of the world, it was one of my keenest enjoyments to accompany my father to any principal restaurant, and there listen to his quiet speculations as to the characteristics, professions

      and other idiosyncracies, all quite hidden from my eyes, of our fellow diners. Sometimes we could not prove the correctness or otherwise of his findings as the particular subject might be

      unknown to the head-waiter; but whenever those concerned were known to the maître d’hotel, the accuracy of my father’s deduction was positively startling.


    


  




  These remarks were confirmed by Lady Doyle herself, writing in 1934, four years after Conan Doyle’s death. ‘The public does not realize that my husband had the

  Sherlock Holmes brain, and sometimes he privately solved mysteries that had non-plussed the police. He was able, through his remarkable powers of deduction and inference, to locate missing people

  whose relatives had given them up as lost or murdered.’




  None of this should surprise us. Conan Doyle himself once observed that ‘a man cannot spin a character out of his own inner consciousness and make it really lifelike unless he has the

  possibilities of that character within himself.’




  In one of his early stories, ‘The Recollections of Captain Wilkie’ (published in 1895), Conan Doyle describes a character doing just what Adrian describes, observing people in the

  train with him, practising a skill he had learnt from ‘an Edinburgh professor,’ a clue the relevance of which will emerge in the next chapter. But to practise the skill well there must

  have been an innate talent for it already there, the talent of the natural detective.




  Previous biographers have written largely of Conan Doyle as Watson: the public figure, the Boer War doctor, the historian, the religious controversialist, and so on.




  This book, by contrast, is about Conan Doyle as Sherlock Holmes; about the inner, secret Conan Doyle, rather than the bluff exterior; about the writer as detective, the artist as

  criminologist.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  THE CHAMBER OF HORRORS




  Conan Doyle’s ambition to write a detective story may have seemed a new impulse to him in March 1886, but his interest in crime and detection reached back a long way

  before that, though in his early years it was not as central to his life as it later was.




  He was born in Edinburgh on 22 May 1859, the son of genteelly impoverished Irish, Catholic, and artistic parents. From childhood he belonged to these three excluded communities on the edge of

  British society. He knew from an early age what it was to face prejudice and unpopularity, and he learnt also to stand his ground and fight back. Sympathy for the oppressed came easily to him.




  The young Arthur could happily identify with one of those chivalrous knights errant that crowded the pages of his favourite novelist, Sir Walter Scott. If he owed his imagination to his dreamy

  father, his mother’s high regard for the medieval values of chivalry influenced his whole life.




  The romance of crime came later. Crime, in those early days in Edinburgh, was remote but not unfamiliar. It is said that his father, Charles Altamont Doyle, sketched the personalities involved

  in celebrated criminal trials in the Edinburgh Courts for the Illustrated Times – perhaps even those of the notorious poisoners Madeleine Smith (1857) and Dr Pritchard (1865). He also

  illustrated books, for instance providing two dozen illustrations for Queens of Society in 1860.




  The happiest years of Conan Doyle’s childhood were spent in a cottage called Liberton Bank, owned by Miss Mary Burton. Her nephew, William Burton, was Arthur’s best friend then, and

  The Firm of Girdlestone was dedicated to him. William’s father, John Hill Burton, worked in the Scottish prison service. Although he is now best remembered for The Book-Hunter,

  John Burton also published, in 1852, a more pertinent volume entitled Narratives from Criminal Trials in Scotland, among other writings on law and penology. His name may have suggested the

  Dr Hill Barton on Dr Watson’s calling-card in ‘The Illustrious Client’; and his book may have sown the seed of the urge to collect crime books that Conan Doyle developed later in

  life.




  Though literature and crime may have been topics of conversation in the Burton household, it was not until Conan Doyle was older, and already at boarding school with the Jesuit fathers at

  Stonyhurst, that we can pick up the trail that leads to Sherlock Holmes.




  One Christmas – it seems to have been 1872 – his holidays had to be spent at the school because of difficulties at home. It was a memorable festivity with concerts, feasts and plays.

  On successive nights the boarders saw The Road to Ruin, a comedy in five acts, and The Courier of Lyons, or The Attack on the Mail, ‘a jolly play (5 murders)’, as young

  Arthur reported gleefully in a letter home.




  The Courier of Lyons was to become a famous stage vehicle for the Irvings, father and son, in the doubled role of Lesurques-Dubosq, and had been adapted by the novelist Charles Reade from

  a French play which was the sensation of Paris in 1850. The first London production had been in 1854, but it was very popular and often revived.




  The play deals with the robbery of the Lyons stagecoach on Floreal 8 of An IV (27 April 1796), in which four highwaymen stole over £3,000 in money and coin, killing the coachman and the

  courier. For this crime Joseph Lesurques, a rentier, was guillotined. Later, ‘the real culprit’ Jean-Guillaume Dubosq, who was a striking double of Lesurques, was arrested, convicted

  and executed. Had Lesurques also been involved in the robbery – or was he innocent, as his family contended as recently as 1868?




  The play had been produced in Paris while the Chamber of Deputies was debating the case, and though it tampered with the facts a little, it created such a theatrical sensation as to keep the

  story of the crime alive in the public imagination. The play accepted that Lesurques and Dubosq were doubles and that the innocent man suffered for the crimes of his look-alike. It was an exciting

  melodrama which enthralled audiences till the end of the century – even schoolboy groups such as the one at Stonyhurst.




  The historian Sir Charles Oman remarks, in his account of the case, The Lyons Mail, that playgoers ‘took away the impression that, granted bad luck, the forms of justice might lead

  an honest man to death. The law is sometimes a fool – and may commit a murder in strict adherence to legal form.’




  This was one lesson the schoolboy Conan Doyle did not forget. The theme of the persecuted innocent runs throughout his career as writer, detective and criminologist. It is astonishing to see it

  planted in his imagination so early by both life and literature.




  Sir Charles Oman, incidentally, in his brief but acute study of the evidence, is by no means convinced of Lesurques’ innocence, or that he even looked like Dubosq. Trust the historian to

  spoil a good story!




  The young Conan Doyle was easily impressed through his vivid imagination. At Christmas time 1874 – he was then fifteen – he spent the three-week holiday in London with his Doyle

  relatives. Sallying out from his Uncle Richard’s studio in Finborough Road, Brompton, he saw all the sights: Henry Irving in Hamlet at the Lyceum (another murder mystery!); St

  Paul’s Cathedral; Westminster Abbey; the Tower of London, with its arrays of weapons, ‘racks, thumb-screws, and other instruments of torture’.




  And Madame Tussaud’s . . .




  The celebrated waxworks was then in the Baker Street Bazaar premises on the west side of Baker Street. Naturally the imaginative youth plumped for the ‘Chamber of Horrors’, before

  even the Napoleonic relics and the studied seriousness of the silent celebrities who crowded the other rooms.




  ‘I was delighted with the room of Horrors,’ he wrote to his mother in 1874, ‘and with the images of the murderers.’ At a Centenary dinner in 1902 for Madame

  Tussaud’s, Conan Doyle recalled the tingling frisson with which he encountered these monsters of infamy – ‘I was alternately thrilled and horrified.’




  The taste for crime arises in adolescence, more often than not in those incapable of committing any crime. It is a matter of imagination, a taste for the dangerous edge of human existence,

  rather than any sadistic pleasure derived from pain and fear.




  We know from the contemporary catalogue of Madame Tussaud’s just what Conan Doyle saw in the Chamber of Horrors. There were the body-snatchers Burke and Hare – ‘the model of

  Burke, taken within three hours after his execution; and that of Hare from life, in the prison of Edinburgh.’ Other Scottish criminals in effigy were the notorious Dr Edward Pritchard who

  poisoned his wife in 1865, and became the last person publicly hanged in Scotland – before an audience of 100,000. Less well known perhaps were John Stewart and his wife Catherine Wright who

  were hanged at Edinburgh in 1829 for poisoning and robbing a passenger named John Lamond on the vessel Toward Castle between Tarbert and Glasgow.




  There were real relics, such as the blade and lunette from the original guillotine that decapitated 22,000 people during the French Revolution, including King Louis XVI, Marie Antoinette and

  Robespierre. There was an intricate model of Stanfield Hall, where James Blomfield Rush, ‘The Killer in the Fog’, murdered the distinguished lawyer Mr Isaac Jermy, the Recorder of

  Norwich, and his son in November 1848; and Rush himself, clothed in the suit he wore at his trial.




  Then there was the very knife used by James Greenacre to cut up the body of Hannah Brown, on Christmas Eve, 1836: ‘the remains of which he disposed of in various parts of the

  metropolis’. It has been recorded that when asked in an omnibus what was in the cardboard box on his knees, Greenacre answered brightly, ‘a nice red cabbage’. It was the

  unfortunate Hannah’s head.




  Here they were, in all their quiet horror: cut-throats, child killers, assassins, regicides, lunatics and murderous medical men. Plus the very latest sensation.




  Her name was Mary Ann Cotton. ‘The series of cold-blooded murders for which this wretch was hanged on the morning of Monday, 24 March 1873, are crimes against which no punishment in

  history can atone for. The child she rocked on her knees today was poisoned tomorrow. Most of her murders were committed for petty gain; and she killed off husbands and children with the unconcern

  of a farm-girl killing poultry. The story of her crimes is still fresh in the public mind,’ the guide concluded.




  The Chamber of Horrors was strong stuff in those days. The heads of the executed which Madame Tussaud herself had modelled during the French Revolution were too real for comfort. Yet perhaps the

  dead, fixed expressions of the figures made the whole thing bearable. Artifice distanced the reality of it all.




  There is no doubt that this criminous museum on Baker Street excited the imagination of Conan Doyle. About the turn of the century he was to write long accounts of no fewer than three of those

  he had seen there: the pirates of the Flowery Land in 1899, and in 1901, William Godfrey Youngman, and George Mullins who was said to have killed Mrs Emsley in 1860 – a model of her

  house was also on display. But this was crime, the mere pathology of death. There was little here to do with detection. That was still to come.4




  After Stonyhurst, young Arthur was sent for his final year to the Jesuit College at Feldkirch in the Austrian Tyrol above Lake Constance before going on to the medical school at Edinburgh

  University. A medical career had already been settled on for him, by his family at least. He was now seventeen. In Austria he was working at the chemistry and mathematics he would need at

  university from books sent out from home by Dr Bryan Charles Waller, a family friend who was taking a fatherly interest in him.




  Among the books which Waller sent was some light reading as well, including a volume of the tales of Edgar Allan Poe – most probably from the collected edition, the first in Britain,

  published in four volumes that very year by A. & C. Black of Edinburgh, edited by J. H. Ingram.




  The admirer of Scott and Macaulay was electrified. Here was a new literary revelation. It was not only the bizarre and the grotesque, the all too believable make-believe of Poe that enchanted

  him, for it appeals to all adolescents. There was the ratiocination as well. The logic in The Gold Bug that deciphered the treasure chart of Captain Kidd – here is the ancestor of

  those cryptograms that litter the Holmes stories, such as the one that opens The Valley of Fear.




  But the aspect which concerns us here was the instant appeal of Poe’s tales of detection, the first of their kind, featuring the Chevalier Auguste C. Dupin: The Murders in the Rue

  Morgue, The Mystery of Marie Roget, The Purloined Letter. But many of the stories combined mystery, violence and crime. No other author, Conan Doyle later confessed, so shaped his

  tastes or literary bent. He felt, as did Bauledaire, that Poe was one of the world’s great writers. And, indeed, Edgar Allan Poe is probably the most important literary influence on Conan

  Doyle. Poe remained one of his great literary heroes to the end of his life.




  The significance of the Poe stories, aside from their use of language and their wonderful evocation of atmosphere, was in the application of logic to minute observation. To the Chevalier Dupin,

  no detail was too trivial to be without significance.




  Even as a medical student at Edinburgh University in 1876 Conan Doyle was interested in contemporary detective fiction – it is all too often overlooked that detective fiction, of a kind,

  had many practitioners between Poe and Conan Doyle. He also planned to write it.




  A piece of testimony about this point has been passed over by his biographers, but is of special relevance here. A fellow Edinburgh medical student, Dr George Hamilton, later a surgeon in

  Liverpool, recalled that at that time ‘Conan Doyle, though deeply interested in Poe’s detective stories but recognizing that they were caviare to the general,’ told Hamilton

  ‘that he had the idea of writing detective fiction according to the system of Poe, but greatly simplified and brought down to the level of ordinary people.’




  What was contemporary detective fiction like and how did it differ from ‘the system of Poe’?




  Edinburgh had the distinction, known to all literary people in the city, of having produced some of the earliest police novels. In the early 1860s James McLevy, an Edinburgh police detective of

  Irish origin, published two books drawing on his own experiences, Curiosities of Crime in Edinburgh and The Sliding Scale of Life. These had a brief vogue before being forgotten, but

  their author was little more than a very talented thief-taker. The actual detective element is non-existent, as it is in so much of the sensational literature of the period. The mere appearance of

  a detective in a story does not make it a detective story.




  In 1878, while Conan Doyle was still a student, there was published in Edinburgh a novel entitled Brought to Bay; or, Experiences of a City Detective by a writer who called himself

  James McGovan. There followed Strange Clues; or, Chronicles of a City Detective (1881), Traced and Tracked; or, Memoirs of a City Detective (1884), and Solved Mysteries; or,

  Revelations of a City Detective (1888). Traced and Tracked alone sold 25,000 copies and was translated into German and French.




  James McGovan was the pen-name of William Crawford Honeyman, who died in 1919.5 He was given to wearing velvet jackets and a black artistic beard.

  Honeyman was a noted authority on the violin and violin-playing – shades indeed of Sherlock Holmes. Honeyman called his house ‘Cremona’ after the city where Stradivari and Amati

  worked: Holmes, it will be recalled, owned a Stradivarius (though according to those original notes of 1886 Conan Doyle intended this to be an Amati). And Holmes too was a ‘honeyman,’

  for did he not retire to keep bees on the South Downs? This smacks of an obscure Conan Doyle joke on a well-known Edinburgh character.




  As these books began to appear while Conan Doyle was an Edinburgh medical student, there is a not too remote chance that he read them then, and that they influenced his later writings. Both

  Conan Doyle and Robert Louis Stevenson, though inspired by Edinburgh, relocated their stories in London to appeal to a wider audience. And yet . . . 3 Lauriston Gardens, where the body of the

  poisoned Enoch J. Drebber is found in A Study in Scarlet, does not exist in London. But in Edinburgh Lauriston Place, across the park from his home, was where the young Conan Doyle went to

  Mass.




  These are suggestive elements in Conan Doyle’s background. What is certain is that in Edinburgh he came into contact with the university professor who is acknowledged to have been

  ‘the model of Sherlock Holmes’: Dr Joseph Bell. For the character of his new detective he relied upon on some aspects of his own character, and on his memories of Bell.




  When Sherlock Holmes became popular in the 1890s, Dr Bell used to express his dislike of being ‘the original Holmes’. But as he dined out often on the strength of it, and wrote

  articles and even a preface to A Study in Scarlet (thus making more out of the book than Conan Doyle ever did), this claim must be taken sceptically.




  Bell’s feats of deductive, or rather inductive, reasoning are well known, examples appearing in all books about Holmes. Mrs Jessie Saxby in an appreciation of Dr Bell published in 1913,

  said he was in character nothing like she imagined Holmes to be: a ruthless, reasoning, heartless man-hunter. But Holmes (whom she must never have read) was not like that.




  She tells us that Bell helped many an erring soul back onto the right road. But so, it will be recalled, did Sherlock Holmes. She passes over in silence Dr Bell’s role as a medical

  examiner to the Edinburgh police. It seems her book is little known in the circles of Holmes enthusiasts, and many of Conan Doyle’s admirers have not appreciated that Dr Bell was himself

  something of a detective.




  The case with which he is most clearly linked was the mysterious affair at Ardlamont, when young Cecil Hambrough was shot by his tutor Alfred Monson, who had insured his life. A Scottish verdict

  of ‘Not Proven’ was returned at the trial, but Dr Bell gave evidence concerning the nature of the shotgun wounds in the skull. For his tests he had fired the gun into a series of

  pigs’ heads!




  That was in 1893, by which time Holmes was already in great vogue. But much earlier Dr Bell’s forensic reputation had been made in Edinburgh by his investigation of the Chantrelle affair

  in 1877, while Conan Doyle was still a student at the medical school.




  Eugene Marie Chantrelle had himself been a medical student in Paris, and had come to live in Edinburgh a decade before, where he established a considerable reputation as a teacher. He had

  seduced and, just two months before the birth of their first child, married Elizabeth Dyer, one of his pupils. The girl was only fifteen. Very soon his growing addiction to drink eroded the

  stability of his family, and Chantrelle began to beat his wife, threaten to poison her, and to spend much of his dissolute life in the city brothels.




  In October 1877 he insured his frail wife’s life for £500. On New Year’s Day, 1878, Elizabeth Chantrelle became ill and took to her bed. Early the following morning, the maid

  heard Madame Chantrelle moaning in her room. Beside her bed was half a glass of lemonade, some slices of orange and a few grapes.




  The maid called Chantrelle, and herself went for a doctor. When they returned the lemonade glass was empty, and the fruit had gone. Chantrelle told the doctor that his wife had been overcome by

  a gas leak, and the doctor forthwith sent a note to Henry Littlejohn, the medical officer for Edinburgh: ‘If you would like to see a case of coal-gas poisoning come here at once.’




  Littlejohn arrived at the house with his friend Dr Bell for company. The patient was removed to the Royal Infirmary and they set about examining the sick-room. On the pillowcase and the night

  dress were greenish-brown spots of vomit. This aroused their suspicions, and when Elizabeth died a few hours later, tests were made which showed the vomit contained solid opium mixed with grape

  seeds, matching smaller quantities left in the stomach. Chantrelle was taken into custody, but protested: ‘We have had an escape of gas.’ Dr Bell made further inquiries and found that

  Chantrelle had recently bought 30 doses of opium. The case was complete.




  Still Chantrelle insisted upon the gas leak. The gas company inspectors found that the pipe was broken behind the window shutter, and the maid confirmed that there had been a smell of gas when

  she had come back with the doctor, but there had been none before. The jury took just over one hour to decide that he was guilty, and Eugene Chantrelle became the first prisoner to be hanged at

  Edinburgh since the passing of the Act making capital punishment within the prison mandatory.




  On the gallows Chantrelle is said to have taken one last puff of his cigar. ‘Bye-bye, Littlejohn. Don’t forget to give my compliments to Joe Bell. You both did a good job of bringing

  me to the scaffold.’ Though apocryphal, his remark soon became part of Edinburgh medical folklore.




  In the autumn of 1877, before the university re-opened and before this case came to trial, Conan Doyle had been surprised to meet Dr Bell on the isle of Arran, later the scene of the notorious

  murder in 1889 of Edwin Robert Rose by John Watson Laurie (a case in which Dr Littlejohn was also to be involved). Dr Bell had soon picked Doyle out from the rush of medical students to act as his

  assistant, or dresser; and it was as his assistant that Conan Doyle was able to observe the great man in action. Already he would have been aware of his professor’s ‘criminal

  activities’, so to speak. Bell himself admitted later that Conan Doyle even then had exceptional talents as an observer.




  During and after his years as a medical student, Conan Doyle worked with a succession of local doctors in various parts of England. He signed on as ship’s doctor for a voyage to the Arctic

  on a whaler, and later on a cargo ship trading on the coast of West Africa. Then for a period he joined his college friend George Budd in Plymouth. They parted with some ill-feeling, and Doyle set

  himself up in Southsea. And it was there, as I have related, that Sherlock Holmes was created.




  The genesis of A Study in Scarlet can be traced through his surviving notebooks.




  ‘I have read Gaboriau’s Lecoq the Detective, The Gilded Clique, and a story concerning the murder of an old woman, the name of which I forget.’ Later he looked it

  up and added The Lerouge Case above the line. ‘All very good. Wilkie Collins but more so.’ These titles were published by Henry Vizetelly, who made something of a reputation by

  publishing spicy Continental literature, not all of it of literary merit, but also detection of a racy and sensational kind. The novels of Emile Gaboriau and Fortuné Du Boisgobey were

  leading examples.




  Vizetelly’s catalogue of September 1887 offered them in double volumes bound in scarlet cloth at 2/6d each. Gaboriau’s sensational novels were also available in a cheaper edition at

  9d, in ornamental scarlet covers – and these were the ones Conan Doyle would have read. The Hampshire Advertiser, which may have come under Conan Doyle’s eye in Southsea, said of

  The Lerouge Case: ‘M. Gaboriau is a skillful and brilliant writer, capable of diverting the attention and interest of his readers that not one word or line of his book will be skipped

  or read carelessly.’ Vizetelly also published My First Crime by Gustave Macé, ‘former Chef de la Sûreté of the Paris police’. One reviewer said

  that ‘an account by a real Lecoq of a real crime is a novelty among the mass of criminal novels with which the world has been favoured since the great originator Gaboriau . . . a really

  interesting addition to a species of literature which has of late begun to pall’ (Saturday Review). Du Boisgobey’s novels, such as The Crime at the Opera House, were more

  turgid than the others owing to the newspaper serial form in which they first appeared, but they still enjoyed an enormous vogue.




  Conan Doyle’s little novel was not then a new kind of thing to his first readers, but one small booklet floating in a sea of sensational literature. Much of this was French in origin. In

  The Wrong Box, where one of the characters is the author of a detective story called Who Put Back the Clock?, R. L. Stevenson evokes ‘the Muse of the Police Romance . . . a lady

  presumably of French extraction’. What made Conan Doyle’s own stories so very different from their contemporaries was the brilliantly realized character of Sherlock Holmes. They would

  not grow dusty on the railway bookstalls.




  Gaboriau’s novels were very distinctive in their structure. They all fall into two parts. In the first the police investigate the crime down to the arrest. The second part then moves back

  in time to narrate from the point of view of the characters what led up to the crime. This two-part structure was adopted by Conan Doyle, though at much shorter length, for A Study in

  Scarlet, the London murders being followed by the account of what happened among the Mormons in America that led up to the crime. All his long Sherlock Holmes novels maintain this form, even

  The Hound of the Baskervilles. He took this structure directly from Gaboriau.




  Lecoq was a real stimulus in other ways too. Conan Doyle scribbled inside the cover of one of his notebooks: ‘The coat-sleeve, the trouser-knee, the callosities of the forefinger and

  thumb, the boot – any one of these might tell us, but that all united should fail to enlighten the trained observation is incredible.’ This was the sentiment of Gaboriau’s great

  detective, but the words were those of Joe Bell. Bell’s deductive skill, Bell’s role as a consulting detective to the Edinburgh police, even his personal appearance, all rose up in

  Conan Doyle’s memory.




  His detective would make an exact science of detection. This was the new point, but one which was already at large in such centres of forensic science as Edinburgh. Yet the seminal work by the

  Austrian Dr Hans Gross, Handbuch fur Untersuchungsricher als System der Kriminalistik (Handbook for Examining Magistrates and System of Criminalistics), was not to appear until 1893

  in German. The first English edition to be available in London (though translated and printed in Madras, India, in 1906) came out in 1907. Conan Doyle, trained in a good school, was well ahead of

  the police in his appreciation of minute details.




  But there was also the influence of English detective fiction as it then existed, especially the works of Stevenson and Wilkie Collins. He had been reading other early detective works. He had

  already worked out for a Southsea audience his own solution to Charles Dickens’ unfinished last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1870), an exercise in literary detection unravelling

  the clues that the author had planted in the early chapters – or had seemed to plant.




  There was also that current success, Fergus Hume’s Australian novel The Mystery of a Hansom Cab. He did not think much of this bestseller (the largest selling detective story ever

  written, it was later claimed), as he told his mother in March 1888. ‘What a swindle The Mystery of a Hansom Cab is! One of the weakest tales I have read, and simply sold by

  puffing.’




  By then, of course, A Study in Scarlet had appeared. It was received with good notices from the reviewers, but sales were meagre. The publisher’s own advertisements were of course

  enthusiastic. In any case he had sold the copyright outright for £25 in November 1886. Mr Fergus Hume, meanwhile, was selling in thousands, which must have been sickening.




  In 1889 Conan Doyle was commissioned to write The Sign of Four, which appeared in Lippincott’s Magazine in February 1890. His mind was already turning to other things, to the

  Middle Ages and the writing of The White Company. However, his move to London as an eye-specialist with rooms in Devonshire Place, a step over from Baker Street, left Doyle with time on his

  hands; few patients troubled him. He wrote a story which his agent sent to the editor of a new magazine called The Strand. It was accepted. Conan Doyle now struck on a new formula by writing

  a series of short stories around Sherlock Holmes. The character was well enough established for him to need little introduction in the opening story, ‘A Scandal in Bohemia’. He sent the

  story to his agent on 3 April 1891. Unlike a serialized novel in the magazines and newspapers, it did not matter if the reader missed an episode; each story was self-contained. This formula was to

  prove a key factor in the great success of The Strand. Naturally the editor of the magazine, H. Greenhough-Smith, was delighted. Here was exactly what he needed.




  More stories were commissioned, and by the autumn of 1891 Sherlock Holmes and Conan Doyle were household names. Obscurity no longer surrounded Dr Doyle, and he gave up his medical practice to

  write full time. A further series of Holmes stories followed in 1892, but again Conan Doyle became restless. Other writers imitating him had begun to appear, with the ‘rivals’ of

  Sherlock Holmes. It was time for the great original to plunge to his death over the Reichenbach Falls. Sherlock Holmes ‘died’ in the issue of The Strand for December 1893.




  However, to his readers he was an immortal figure, one of great influence. When Conan Doyle and his wife arrived in Egypt at the end of 1895 he was surprised to discover that the Holmes stories

  had already been translated into Arabic by the Khedive’s government and had been issued to the police as textbooks in detective work. Conan Doyle was surprised, but not so amused, when a

  young Egyptian police officer, having examined his face with great care in the manner of Sherlock Holmes, according to his textbook, said Conan Doyle showed ‘criminal tendencies’.




  Later still, the stories were used in Hong Kong for training Chinese police as well.6 Even private persons were influenced: in December a young man

  called Rea, who had been reading The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, thought he would do ‘a little of the Sherlock Holmes business’ and had a card printed describing himself as a

  detective officer. He was fined £10. Nine years later this sort of thing was still going on, for a fixation with Holmes was said to have led to the suicide of another youth in 1914.




  The Holmes stories were not without their influence on the police. Sherlock Holmes was the father as well as one of the prophets of scientific criminal detection. As detective fiction created

  the idea of the scientific detective, as Macdonald Hastings observes, senior detectives began to ‘play the part’. Yet officialdom was slow. It was not until 1901 that Scotland Yard

  established a fingerprint department, some 30 years after the idea of using them for personal identification had been mooted. It was not until 1912 that an official police photographer was

  appointed, though in many forces photos had been attached to dossiers, at least in Ireland, since the 1860s. And it was not until 1924 that Britain followed Austria, Germany and France into

  scientific criminalistics, and set up a forensic laboratory and a police college. So it was that ‘detective consultants’ outside Scotland Yard, like Bernard Spilsbury the pathologist,

  Sir William Wilcox, the toxicologist, Dr Roche Lynch, the analyst and Churchill the gun expert, began to transform the fictional concepts of Doyle into a daily reality.




  But the Reichenbach Falls was not to be the end of the great detective as Conan Doyle had hoped. The short novel The Hound of the Baskervilles, set in the past, on which he received much

  assistance from Bertram Fletcher Robinson, was serialized in The Strand from August 1901. Soon followed further short stories, from September 1903, gathered as The Return of Sherlock

  Holmes (1905), the third collection of stories, in which Holmes was truly resurrected from the dead. Another novel, The Valley of Fear, set largely in America, appeared in 1915. In later

  years there was a gradually decreasing output of Holmes stories until the series concluded in 1927 with the publication of ‘Shoscombe Old Place’. These later stories were collected into

  His Last Bow (1917) and The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes (1927).




  It is significant, however, that Holmes himself retired in 1903 to keep bees on the South Downs, making a final investigation on the eve of the Great War only because his aid was requested by

  the state. All the other stories in the saga are set before 1903. This has led Trevor Hall, the critic of psychical research and acute student of Sherlock Holmes and his creator, to argue that some

  of the later, admittedly second-rate, stories were ideas or manuscripts which had been laid aside as unusable in earlier years. Conan Doyle, he thinks, was too deeply immersed in spiritualism in

  the 1920s to have any real leisure to devote to the creation of ‘new’ Sherlock Holmes stories – especially as the rational-minded Holmes discounted the occult in which his creator

  was now so engaged. Conan Doyle met the demands of editors and readers largely with old material from his files.




  Whatever the original inspiration of Sherlock Holmes may have been, it lay largely in the criminal tastes of Conan Doyle himself. By 1903 his interest in crime had asserted itself in another

  form. Sherlock Holmes may have retired from his detective practice; Conan Doyle was only beginning his.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  BY EVERY POST A CALL FOR HELP




  The universal fame of Sherlock Holmes in the decades after 1890 had one consequence for which Conan Doyle was unprepared: it brought him fan mail.




  He did not mind the letters of admiration, but he did not care too greatly for letters from total strangers with the queerest of tales – ‘lunatic letters’ as he called

  them.




  Often these letters were not addressed to Dr Conan Doyle at all, but directly to Mr Sherlock Holmes at 221B Baker Street. The London Post Office, in its ever-obliging way, forwarded them to

  Conan Doyle, then living in Upper Norwood.




  He described some examples of his correspondents to Dr Bell in 1892. There was a young man in Glasgow who would write the exact minute of composition – say 7.14 p.m. – on his letter;

  a letter all the way from the south of Portugal; an American lady with curvature of the spine; a Liverpool merchant who ‘burns to know who Jack the Ripper is’; and others ‘who

  believe their neighbours are starving maiden aunts to death in hermetically sealed attics’ (doubtless inspired by Louis Staunton, who was convicted with his mistress, brother, and

  sister-in-law of starving his wife Harriet to death).




  Earlier, in February 1892, Harry How had published one of the first major interviews with Conan Doyle, in which he admitted he received many suggestions for new stories in his letters from the

  public.




  ‘On the morning of my visit the particulars of a poisoning case had been sent to him from New Zealand, and the previous day a great packet of documents relating to a disputed will had been

  received from Bristol. But the suggestions are seldom practicable.’




  We will come in due course to the New Zealand case, when describing Conan Doyle’s adventures down under. The Bristol affair has yet to be traced, but may well have found its way, much

  altered, into one of the Sherlock Holmes stories. I suspect the papers may have related to the attempted fraud on the Smyth estate by Tom Provis, which ended in a sensational trial of 1853, that

  rivals in interest the Tichborne Claimant affair. But Conan Doyle rarely drew in any really direct way from life. He was too good a writer to crudely rewrite the sensations of the daily papers.
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