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      “I am lost without my Boswell,” declares Sherlock Holmes in “A Scandal in Bohemia”. Indeed, the interplay between the solid ex-Army doctor, and the more mercurial purveyor of “ineffable twaddle” forms a large part of the appeal of the adventures which Watson caused to be published, and Watson himself, as well as acting as a publicist for Holmes’ business, provides more solid assistance on many occasions.

      But as I have remarked elsewhere (“A Defence of John H. Watson”, The Watsonian, Autumn 2013), Sherlock Holmes would not have allowed himself to associate with a complete dolt. We know that Holmes did not suffer fools gladly, and it would be completely illogical to assume that he would make an exception in the case of Watson. Even so, the two characters complement each other well – Watson is down-to-earth where Holmes may be fanciful ; and while neither man can be accused of physical cowardice, Watson’s experiences under fire give him a form of courage which is that of the soldier, rather than that of the adventurer, as displayed by Holmes. It is a mistake to see him merely as a foil for Holmes’ wit and intellect. And at the very least, we know him as a raconteur of genius, as he relates the cases of his famous friend, artistically embellishing, withholding, and organising the events he describes in such a way as to capture and hold our imaginations (I take it that no-one reading this is so naïve as to believe that Watson’s accounts are plain unvarnished truthful full reports of the adventures he shared with Holmes).

      But… before John Watson had that fateful encounter with the eccentric beater of corpses at Barts, there was a consulting detective by the name of Sherlock Holmes, who had already built up a practice and a reputation that extended to Scotland Yard. However much he may have felt lost without his Boswell later in his career, Holmes was playing a solo game when he started out.

      We see a little of Holmes alone (apologies for the inevitable pun) in “The Case of the Gloria Scott” and “The Musgrave Ritual”, and it is in Watson’s account of this latter adventure that we hear of some other cases at a time when Holmes was presumably learning his trade.

      The written accounts of some of these were in the dispatch-box, bound together in an envelope, in Watson’s writing. The envelope was inscribed “Before My Time”, again in Watson’s hand.

      The stories in here are all somewhat less interesting from the point of view of the interplay between Holmes and other characters, but they all shed a light on Holmes’ methods of deduction as he learned his trade, and often also shed light on his character. As Holmes himself remarked, not all of these may be seen as successes, but none of the cases here may be regarded as a complete failure.
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      As an example of the way in which ­Holmes’ methods were developed, “The Case of the Tarleton Murders” described here gives us not only an insight into his powers of observation and ability to draw conclusions from his observations, but also shows us the psychological tricks that he used in his investigations. But much more than this, it shows the younger Holmes confronted for the first time in his life with a villain of psychopathic intensity. The evil emanating from the wrongdoer seems to have been enough to turn his head, at least temporarily, in the direction of an impulsive action.

      Though the relation of the resolution of the case may seem a little rushed at times, we can attribute this to Holmes’ emotional state of mind (a rare occurrence indeed!) as he relates this to his friend. There is no doubt in my mind that Watson was well aware of the mental anguish that the recounting of this adventure cost Holmes, and forebore to question him any further on the matter.
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      The case of Vamberry, the wine merchant, related by Holmes to Watson, also shows a somewhat different side of the younger Holmes to those displayed in the “Blue Carbuncle” or “The Abbey Grange”, for example, in which he allows a confessed criminal to go free. In this case, set in Paris, recorded here, he displays little of the chivalry and compassion that marked the older more experienced detective.

      Indeed, the somewhat callous and cavalier attitude that he adopts with regard to the eventual end of one of the villains of this piece (for whom he might be expected to feel some pity, given the circumstances) is very much at odds with the older detective with whom we are more familiar. Are we to conclude, then, that the events Holmes encountered in his work made him more, rather than less, human as he became better acquainted with human frailty? It is tempting to assume so.
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      In “The Affair of the Aluminium Crutch”, the story talks candidly about Holmes’ need for money (which seems to have been somewhat of a concern for him). Here we see a genuine interest in the case and the building up of a new form of business in the younger Holmes, as well as a definite desire to see right and justice prevail.

      His interest in science generally, and chemistry in particular, is alluded to here, giving us a more rounded picture of the young detective. It must be realised, though, that this tale is not a verbatim account related to Watson, but has been fleshed out by him from notes furnished by Holmes, and augmented, doubtless, by verbal reminiscences and hints about Holmes’ early life and career, possibly not even connected with this case, thrown out from time to time.
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      The younger Holmes was not always averse to displaying his more human side, and this is shown in the “The Case of the Abominable Wife”, the spouse in question of course, being that of Ricoletti, he of the club-foot. Holmes here shows a touching concern for one whom he has come to regard as a friend, disregarding the rigidity of the class system, and those prejudices against foreigners that were present in Britain at that time. An interesting sidelight is the value he places on theoretical knowledge gained from books as well as practical knowledge from experience, knowledge which stood him in good stead on this occasion.

      In this story of Ricoletti, we see a very human side of the younger Holmes, blessed with the proverbial “champagne tastes” (he would seem to have been somewhat of an epicure) and cursed with the possession of a mere “beer budget”. The somewhat tragic ending may surprise the reader a little, as it did Holmes, who would seem to have doubted his own value, or at the least, the value of his profession as a result. It is well for us that he reconsidered his attitude to his chosen profession.
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      Lastly, we have “ The Adventure of the Two Bottles”, a tale of Holmes’ student days. Holmes carefully explains to Watson the way in which he built up the evidence, with a number of false starts on his part.

      Of particular interest to students of Sherlock Holmes the man (as opposed to Sherlock Holmes the consulting detective) are the hints regarding sexual attraction that he describes himself as feeling. For those who have seen him only as a mere “automaton, a calculating machine”, with no interest in the opposite sex, this may come as some surprise. One can only conclude that the older Holmes masked such emotions, as a good Victorian gentleman should.
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      All in all, we can see that the younger Holmes was far from being lost without his Boswell. He seems to have been able to take on a number of different cases, and to bring them to satisfactory conclusions, even before he had fully honed his craft.
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        “He raised his head, his eyes still closed, and I saw his face was set in a rigid mask, with his fists clenching and unclenching convulsively, as he doubtless relived that awful scene in his mind.”

      

      Editor’s Notes

      There is no doubt at all in my mind for this adventure’s exclusion from the canon.  It is a bloody crime – much more so than those that Watson reported in the canon – and there are elements of sexuality in the crime that would have profoundly shocked and disturbed Watson’s readers.  Not only would the crime itself have been a reason for secrecy, but Holmes’ emotional reaction to the crime would have changed the perception of the great detective from that of a reasoning machine, to a more human personality if it had become known.  It is unlikely that Holmes or Watson would have wished this side to become obvious.

      This is a “Holmes without Watson” story, and here the foil is Lestrade.  Much of Holmes’ subsequent relationship with the Scotland Yard detective can be traced from this adventure, where a fragile relationship between the two men is painfully constructed.  There is a touching ending to this account that tells us much of the relationship between Holmes and Watson.

      Incidentally, this is also an unusual adventure in that it takes place in the North of England – an area seemingly little frequented by Holmes.
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      At the time that Sherlock Holmes recounted this remarkable tale to me, I was busy with my practice, and had little time to spend with my friend.  I confess, though, that I missed the company of this remarkable man, and the excitement that came with being his companion, and my subsequent involvement in his adventures.

      However, being at some remove from Holmes, as it were, it struck me that I knew surprisingly little of his character before I had first encountered him, given the depth and strength of our friendship.  On my next visit to Baker-street, I ventured to ask him whether he did not find his choice of occupation curiously at odds with the norms of society.

      “By no means, my dear Watson,” he replied lazily, drawing on his pipe.  “I seek to remedy the ills of society in a general sense through analysis and treatment.  You do the same, but your field is the individual members of society.”

      “But have there never been times,” I persisted, “when you have felt disgusted, shall we say, at the iniquity of mankind?  I confess that there are occasions when my stomach is turned by what I see when I observe my patients’ conditions.  And more than that, my soul sometimes rebels at the profession I have chosen for myself, when I see some poor helpless sufferer, and I know in my heart that there is nothing I can do for him.  Why do I continue?  I ask myself.  Do not similar feelings affect you on occasion?”

      Holmes considered my words for a space, and turned to look at me.  “You are right, Watson.  There are times when you exhibit more perspicacity than perhaps I give you credit for.  Yes, there was indeed one case when my soul was turned, as you put it, and I was almost overcome with black despair at the time.  This was the case of the Tarleton murders, which I think I may have mentioned to you on a previous occasion.

      
        
        Editor’s note: 	 The case receives a brief mention in “The Musgrave Ritual”

        

      

      It was a case of passion and revenge, and if I have ever encountered evil in person, it was on that case.  If I were to believe in the Devil, I would say that I met him then.”

      “I was in India at the time,” I answered, “but there were reports of the case in the newspapers, even there.  It was indeed a shocking case.”

      Holmes laughed bitterly.  “The newspapers reported only a half of the facts.  Are you ready to hear the other half?  Bring the brandy closer.  Here, on this table, and set the glasses close by.  I feel we will both be in need of a restorative by the time I am through.”

      “You frighten me,” I told him.

      “I frighten myself, Watson,” he confessed.  “The only other man who knew the whole truth of the matter was an Inspector of the local police, and Lestrade.  The former’s nerves were shattered, and he retired from the police force, and lives, a broken man, in the rural part of Sussex, where he keeps bees for a living.  As for Lestrade – well, you know the man well enough.  It is a shadow that will fall over him and haunt him to the end of his days.”

      “I am ready, all the same, to hear your story,” I said stoutly.

      “Good man, Watson.  This was at the time when I was living in Montagu-street, and was starting to build up my practice.  Some members of the Metropolitan Police force, chiefly our friend Inspector Lestrade, had got into the habit of seeking my advice on occasion.  Though I accepted no compensation for these cases, seeing them as a way of honing my skills, I nonetheless managed to keep body and soul from drifting too far apart through my taking on private cases.  I had no wish to descend to the usual mundane fare of the profession – that is to say, spying on errant spouses – but there was enough work of other more challenging nature to keep me occupied.

      “However, it was not a regular business ; by no means as flourishing as the time when I first met you, and we took these rooms here together.  I was therefore glad of any interruption that caused me to exercise my mental faculties, and a visit from Lestrade was especially welcome, as I knew it heralded some case which was out of the ordinary, and demanded my particular skills.  I had come to value Lestrade as a companion, though not for his intelligence, I assure you.”

      “For what reason, then?” I asked.

      “Oh, he is not without a certain amount of cleverness, I grant you.  But the man is as blind as a mole when it comes to noticing details.  He overlooks the most obvious clues.  Why, Watson, even you are a perfect Argus with regard to your powers of observation when compared to Lestrade.  He completely lacks those powers of imagination and reasoning that are essential to success in the profession.  But he is fiercely loyal – to his colleagues, and to his ideas, and to justice, and that bulldog-like tenacity is what has brought him to his current position.

      “In any event, it was a pleasing break in the daily routine, such as it was, whenever he came to call on me, and so it transpired on this day that I am describing to you.  He came into the rooms at a rush, flung his billycock down upon the couch, and sat down, starting to speak even before he was settled in his chair.

      “‘My dear Inspector,’ I said to him.  ‘Please take your time.  Surely there is nothing in this world that cannot wait the minute that it will take you to catch your breath.’ For he was breathing heavily, and his face was flushed with excitement.”

      “I have noticed a tendency to asthma in Lestrade,” I remarked, “as no doubt have you.”

      “Indeed so.  In any case, he took my advice, and his breathing returned to a more regular state.  ‘It is murder, Mr.  Holmes!’ he exclaimed.  ‘Murder of the most foul and barbaric nature.’

      “‘I have seen nothing in the newspapers,’ I answered him.  ‘Where is this horror?’

      “‘In Lancashire, in the village of Tarleton,’ he told me.  ‘The local constabulary are out of their depth, and have requested the help of the Yard.’

      “‘And you in your turn are out of your depth, and are requesting my help?’ I rejoined.

      “‘Precisely, Mr.  Holmes.  Of course, I have not seen the scene myself, but it appears to me that your notions, fanciful as they appear at times, might serve to provide us with valuable hints.’”

      “Lestrade is never one to acknowledge your successes with the applause they deserve,” I remarked, smiling.

      “Nor was he ever,” said Holmes.  “He has mellowed a little with time, but he still seems unwilling to admit that there are smarter men in the business than he.  In this case, he passed over a sheet of paper to me.  ‘This arrived by the first post this morning.  It is the preliminary report of the officer of the Lancashire Constabulary in charge of the case.  Read it, and let me know what you think.’

      “I perused the document, which gave the details of the scene of the crime.  As Lestrade had told me, it did indeed appear to be a hideous crime.  A Mr.  Percy Grimshaw, his wife, Helen, and their two children, Mildred and Peter, aged twelve and eight respectively, had been found dead in the drawing-room by the maid early in the morning.  All were in night attire, and all had been horribly cut about the neck, presumably with an axe, the head of which was found in the fireplace.  The charred remains of the handle were still attached.”

      I shuddered.  “Indeed, a horrible crime.  And the maid discovered them?  Did she live in the house?  One would assume that such a slaughter as you describe would have attracted her attention, and that of any other servants living in the house.”

      “An excellent question, Watson.  Excellent indeed.  She did indeed live in the house, as did the cook and another maid.  A groom slept over the stables.  None of these had heard anything untoward.  The most mysterious part of the whole affair was that the door to the room was locked, and the key was later discovered to be in the lock of the door, on the inside.”

      “Were the windows also locked?” I asked.

      “This was a serious omission from the document.  Even Lestrade had noticed this, and he roundly cursed the local force for this oversight.  When I had finished reading the report – and there really was very little of value in it other than what I have just told you – I looked up at Lestrade.

      “‘Well?’ said he.  ‘A train leaves from Euston in forty minutes.  We can arrive in Tartleton with changes at Liverpool and Southport, and I have taken the liberty of sending a telegram to the local force and asking them to reserve two rooms for us at a local inn.’

      “‘Allow me five minutes to collect some items for travel, and I am your man,’ I told him.  I threw the necessities of daily existence into my Gladstone bag, and picked up the bag I always kept packed with the tools of my trade ; the lenses and so on that you have seen me use on many occasions.

      “It was a source of some frustration to me that Lestrade knew as little as did I regarding the nature of the victims.  Naturally, we could assume that the family was well-to-do, from the number of servants mentioned, but it is always the human touch that makes the difference in these cases.  Was the late Mr.  Grimshaw a drunkard?  A harsh taskmaster?  An employer whose employees might bear a grudge against him?  In cases like this there is almost always a tempting range of opportunities, but we had no knowledge at this point.

      “‘Some maniac escaped from an asylum,’ said Lestrade, when I asked him for his opinion on the identity of the murderer as we sped towards our destination.

      “‘There is an asylum nearby?’ I asked.  ‘And reports of an escaped lunatic?’

      “‘We can make enquiries,’ replied Lestrade.  ‘Surely you must agree that this appears to be the work of a madman?’

      “‘I agree with nothing of the sort,’ I retorted.  ‘Consider the following.  The family was all gathered together in the one room, and they were all reportedly in their nightclothes.  This would argue that they had all previously retired for the night.  A lunatic such as you describe would have gone from room to room slaughtering his victims in their beds, and he would almost certainly not have spared the servants.  I can hardly conceive of your madman assembling his victims in one room in this way.  Secondly, the room is described as being locked from the inside.  We must ascribe a good deal of cunning to your madman – more than I think is likely.  And lastly, the supposed murder weapon, the axe, was thrust into the fire to destroy at least the handle, and presumably to remove any traces of blood, thereby making it harder for you, the police, to present it as evidence in a court case.  No, Inspector, I fear that your lunatic will not pass muster.’

      “Lestrade considered my words in silence for a few minutes.  ‘There may well be some truth in your theories, Mr.  Holmes,’ he admitted.  ‘But you must admit that it would be remiss if we did not at least consider the possibility and make appropriate enquiries.’

      “‘By all means do so,’ I told him.  ‘But I fear it will be a sad waste of your time and energy.’

      “‘Do you have any ideas of your own, then?’ he asked me, seemingly nettled at my dismissal of his theory.

      “‘I have too many theories, and not enough data on which to make a decision.  For example, we may take the idea of a suicide as being a possibility, albeit a remote one.  The husband finds a pretext to summon the family to one room after they and the servants have retired for the night.  He murders them all with an axe, before taking the axe to himself – a difficult, but not impossible contortion – and as his last act thrusts the weapon into the fire.’

      “‘Impossible!’ snorted Lestrade.

      “‘Highly improbable,’ I said, ‘but within the bounds of possibility, especially if the arrangement of the bodies and so on supports it.’

      “‘You have more ideas?’

      “‘Of course.  Who is to say that one of the servants is not responsible, for a reason of which we are currently unaware?’

      “Lestrade considered this, and grudgingly admitted that such might be the case.

      “‘But as yet, I believe it to be impossible for me to make any pro­nounce­ment,’ I told him, ‘since we have yet to visit the scene of the crime.  There is, however, one circumstance that particularly intrigues me.”

      “‘And what might that be, Mr.  Holmes?’

      “‘You have the same facts in your possession as do I,’ I reminded him.  ‘There is one point there, in plain view, which should give you pause for thought.’”

      I had been following Holmes’ narrative with attention, and I broke in at this point.  “I believe I know to what you were referring,” I exclaimed.

      “It is quite possible that you do,” Holmes said to me, a faint smile curving his thin lips.  “Have the patience to hear me out, and you may then tell me if your deduction was correct or not.”

      “Very well,” I answered him.

      “On arrival at the small town of Tarleton, which in truth is little more than a village, we made straight for the small police station, where an Inspector Ruddle, a senior officer of the local force, was waiting for us.  Lestrade introduced me as a consultant with some experience in criminal affairs.  You must recall that I had no Boswell to sing my praises, and my name was virtually unknown at that time, other than in a rather restricted circle of police and their prey.  Though I had dismissed Lestrade’s idea of an escaped lunatic, I must credit him with tackling that line of enquiry in a very competent and business-like way.  He quickly established that there was a County Lunatic Asylum at Whittingham, on the other side of Preston, not too far away.

      “‘And have any lunatics escaped?’ he asked.  Ruddle appeared to be ignorant of any such event, but one of the constables timidly raised his hand.

      “‘It was in the newspaper two or three days ago that one of the inmates had escaped,’ he told us in his thick Lancashire accent.  ‘One of the most brutal maniacs in the whole of the asylum.’ He repeated the details with what appeared to be a certain relish.  ‘Killed three men with an axe, he did, before they locked him up.  The only reason he didn’t swing was because he had some doctor who said he was mad, and didn’t know what he was doing at the time.  Load of blooming rubbish, if you ask me.’

      “‘Nobody asked you, Stubbings,’ replied his superior tartly.

      “However, Lestrade thanked him for the information, and turned to me with a gleam of triumph in his eyes.  ‘You see, Mr.  Holmes, that there is no need for you to spin your fantastic theories.  I think we now have the answer to our case.  All we have to do is to recapture the madman, and put him back where he belongs.’

      “The local officer seemed taken aback by the speed with which Lestrade had disposed of the problem, and blurted an apology to him and to me for having brought us up here on a wild goose chase, as he put it.  I, on the other hand, was far from convinced of the truth of Lestrade’s supposed solution of the mystery, and expressed my opinion, perhaps with a little more emphasis than was altogether tactful under the circumstances.”

      I chuckled.  “It would not be the first time that you have found yourself in such a position.  You and Lestrade are often at odds in your interpretation of events, I have observed.”

      “Nor have you encountered the last such little fracas, I am sure,” Holmes answered me.  “In any event, Lestrade seemed more than a little put out by my words, which, as I say, were perhaps expressed with the over-confidence of youth, but assented to my suggestion that we visit the scene of the crime.

      “‘All has been left as it was originally discovered,’ we were assured by Chief Inspector Ruddle.  I thanked him for the information, and he and Lestrade and I set off for the scene of the crime, a handsome modern brick villa located a few hundred yards from the police station.  On arrival at the house, the front door of which was guarded by a police constable, I stopped and enquired which window was that of the room in which the bodies had been discovered.  On being informed of its identity, I approached with the usual caution that I employ on such occasions, and made a minute examination of the ground outside the window, before proceeding to the window itself.

      “Lestrade watched me with a certain interest.  ‘Do you consider the lunatic to have entered through the window, then?’ he asked me.

      “‘Whoever entered the room through the window was no lunatic, especially not of the type we have heard described,’ I told him.  ‘See here.’ I pointed to the soft ground, in which it was still possible to discern the prints of feet.  ‘These, my dear Lestrade, are the prints of hobnailed boots.  I do not believe that the inmates of asylums are provided with such footwear.  The boots come to the ground under the window, leaving excellent imprints in the soft soil, and it is obvious that the wearer of the boots entered the room through the window.  He then exited the room a little later and made his way onto the lawn, where the prints are lost.  This much, at least is obvious from even a cursory examination of the evidence.’

      “‘He might have stolen the boots,’ Lestrade remonstrated, but it was obvious that his confidence was somewhat shaken.  ‘However, I agree with you regarding the direction of the footprints and the fact that the intruder seems to have gained access through the window.  Not suicide, then, Mr.  Holmes?’ he smiled.

      “‘Suicide would seem to be unlikely, indeed.  With regard to your other point, I admit that it is possible for the boots to have been stolen,’ I replied.  ‘However, let us also consider this.’ I pointed to a spot on the window-frame where the paint appeared to have been worn away.  ‘To me, this is clear evidence that the internal catch of the casement was slipped, using some long thin tool, such as this.’ I bent in my bag, and retrieved a sliver of steel that I carry for just such purposes.  ‘See here, as I operate on the next casement, which is identical.’ I used the tool on the window, and within ten seconds, I was able to swing it wide.  There was a low whistle of surprise from Ruddle behind me.

      “‘I am glad that you are working with us and not against us, Mr.  Holmes,’ he said.  ‘That is as neat a piece of housebreaking as I have encountered in a long while.’

      “‘My point is not to demonstrate my skills in that area,’ I told him.  ‘Rather, I wish you to examine the mark I have just left on the frame, and the mark we have previously noted on the casement next to it.’

      “‘Why, they are nearly identical!’ exclaimed Lestrade, after a brief inspection.

      “‘Bless my soul, so they are,’ added Ruddle.  ‘Very good, Mr.  Holmes. I think you have proved your point regarding the way in which the room was entered.’

      “‘More than that, though,’ I pointed out.  ‘I believe this also demonstrates that the intruder was no lunatic.  A madman would almost certainly lack the patience or the skill to perform this operation.’

      “Lestrade appeared crestfallen at this statement, but rallied with, ‘In that case, Mr.  Holmes, perhaps you would be good enough to inform us of the identity of the murderer.’

      “‘That is precisely why you invited me to accompany you, was it not?  I propose to fulfil my obligation after we have made a thorough investigation of the scene of the crime.’

      “‘Very well,’ said Ruddle.  ‘Follow me, please, gentlemen.’ He led the way to the front door of the house, and opened a door to a room leading off the hallway.  The door-frame had been splintered, and to my eyes, it seemed that the locked door had been forced open.  Ruddle followed my gaze.

      “‘It was the groom, Deegan, who forced open the door, after the kitchen-maid was unable to enter that morning,’ he told me.

      “It was a horrible sight that met my eyes.  There were four corpses, sprawled on the floor, each in a welter of blood.  As Lestrade had told me, the neck of each of the victims had been hacked about by some sharp instrument.  I looked closer at the bodies, and was horrified by what I beheld.  The night attire of each was in a state of disarray, and the man and his son had been hideously mutilated.  I will spare you the full details, Watson, but I am sure your Afghan experiences have made you aware of the reported practices of Afghan women when they capture an enemy.”

      “Not merely reported,” I informed him with a shudder.  “I have seen the results of the women’s attentions with my own eyes.  A private of the Berkshires had been captured by the Pathans, and had escaped after suffering the most unimaginably filthy tortures and deprivations.  It fell to me to dress his wounds as best I could, and to console him for the loss of those parts which had been removed.  You cannot mean that the same sort of abomination had occurred in this case?”

      “The very same,” Holmes answered me.  “And as for the women...” He paused and buried his head in his hands.  “Believe me, I had seen the results of violence before this time, but what I saw there shocked me to the very core.  I could not believe what had been done to that poor woman, and that little girl.  If I may trouble you for a few fingers of the brandy, Watson?” He raised his head, his eyes still closed, and I saw his face was set in a rigid mask, with his fists clenching and unclenching convulsively, as he doubtless relived that awful scene in his mind.

      It was almost unprecedented for Sherlock Holmes to display emotion in this way, and I hastened to supply him with the requested restorative, pouring a small amount for myself.  He thanked me, and sipped the drink in silence for a while before continuing.

      “We were all taken aback,” he said, “and I turned to Lestrade.  ‘Inspector,’ I said to him.  ‘I believe I owe you an apology.  This is indeed the work of a madman, though whether it is he who escaped from the asylum, I still doubt.’

      “As I examined the scene with as dispassionate an eye as was possible under the circumstances, I was suddenly struck by a number of facts.

      “‘What was the weather on the night of the murder?’ I asked Ruddle.

      “‘Why, it was a cold night.  A hard frost here, I believe.  What has that to do with this business?’

      “‘Everything,’ I told him.  ‘Observe the feet of the victims.  They are bare.’

      “‘Do you sleep in your boots, Mr.  Holmes?’ laughed Lestrade sarcastically.

      “‘I would also draw your attention to the stone floor in the hallway outside this room, and the uncarpeted stairs that I observed as we entered the house.’

      “‘I begin to catch at your meaning,’ said Ruddle.

      “‘And all of these are in their night attire alone, with no wrapper or dressing-gown,’ I pointed out.  ‘I leave you to draw your own conclusions from this, as well as the fact that there is considerably less blood in this room than I would expect.’

      “‘More than enough blood for me,’ said Lestrade.  ‘Where is the murder weapon?’ Ruddle indicated the fireplace, in which it was possible to discern what appeared to be the head of a small axe.

      “‘A hatchet, then,’ I remarked.

      “‘So it would appear,’ said Ruddle.  ‘It is just possible to make out what seems to be the ashes of the handle among the clinker of the coal.’

      “I bent to the fireplace, and it was indeed as Ruddle had described.  The remains of what had been a small hatchet lay there, and it was easy to discern a line of wood ash, which presumably represented the remains of the handle, leading to a blackened axe-head thrust into the fire.  A small patch of grey matter by the fender caught my attention.  ‘Halloa, what is this?’ I asked myself aloud, not really expecting an answer.

      “‘It is ash, such as you might reasonably expect to find in a fireplace,’ Lestrade answered me, with a degree of sarcasm still evident in his words.

      “‘It is not coal ash or wood ash,’ I told him.  Indeed it was not.  I scooped it up and put it into one of the envelopes that I always carry with me.  ‘I have seen enough in this room,’ I told the two policemen.  ‘For my part, I would strongly recommend photographing the room and the disposition of the bodies before removing them and attempting to restore some dignity to them.’”

      Here Holmes again broke off his narrative, and sat silently, sipping the last of his brandy.  Without being asked, I refilled his glass, an action he acknowledged with a nod before he spoke again.  “I am not, Watson, a sentimental or a superstitious man, as you know.  And yet there was something in that room that stirred me.  It was the sense of an almost palpable evil at work, which filled me with a pity for its victims.  It is an emotion that is typically a stranger to me, and I can provide little explanation for it other than as a reaction to what I had encountered.  In any event, we left the room.

      “‘We should interview the servants,’ I told the others.  ‘In their testimony, I believe that we may discover the truth of this matter.’

      “‘I have two copies of their statements here,’ said Ruddle, handing a thick envelope to Lestrade, and another to me.  I read through, but it was obvious that the questioning had been conducted by an officer of limited intelligence, and virtually no imagination.  Nonetheless, I managed to produce some words of thanks to Ruddle for his efforts.

      “‘There are three servants living in the house,’ Ruddle reminded us.  ‘The cook, Mrs. Dolan, a scullery-maid, Betty Cartwright, and a parlour-maid, Lily Minton.’

      “‘And a groom living over the stables,’ Lestrade reminded him.  ‘James Deegan may well have seen or heard something of the intruder, and it was he, was it not, who first broke down the door and discovered the bodies.’

      “‘Indeed so.  Whom shall we call in first?’ asked Ruddle.

      “‘The cook, if you have no objections,’ I requested.  It is my habit when questioning a household, Watson, always to start with the most senior of the servants.  Following their interview, they are typically less likely to gossip in the servants’ hall than the younger more junior members of the household, such as the maids or the boots and so on.  In that way, if the culprit is to be located among the servants, there is less chance of an advance warning of the subjects and nature of the expected interview from those who have previously been questioned.  It is by no means an infallible system, but it typically serves me well.

      “As it turned out, the others had no objection to this suggestion of mine, and Mrs.  Dolan presented herself before us in due course.  By tacit consent, it was I who posed most of the questions to her.  In answer to the question as to whether she had heard anything on the fatal night, her answer was an unequivocal negative.

      “‘I have trouble sleeping,’ she told us, and I usually take several drops of laudanum before I go to bed, sir.  That helps me sleep like a baby until it’s time to get up.’ I had remarked the tell-tale signs of one addicted to opium before she had informed us of this, but it was good to have this confirmed by the woman herself.  Her room, it appeared, was on the top floor, at the other end of the house from that of the room in which the bodies were lying, and even without the laudanum, it is hard to see how she could have heard anything untoward.

      “When asked about the character of her late employers, she had nothing but praise for Mrs. Grimshaw, and for the two children, whom she described as ‘perfect angels’, but she appeared to be somewhat reticent about the husband.  She would only say that ‘he paid me my wages on time, and always ate what was put in front of him’.  It seemed to me that there was very little use in questioning her further.

      “Before she left, I asked her if there was anything at all unusual that she could remember about the evening of the night on which the murders had taken place.  She paused and frowned.  ‘Actually, now that you mention it, yes, there was something funny there, sir.  I started a new bottle of laudanum only four or five nights ago.  The bottle should have been almost full, but it is nearly empty now, and it was nearly empty on the night that they all were killed.’
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