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  Introduction




  The Brains of Baker Street




  Created by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle in 1887, the great detective Sherlock Holmes appears in four novels and fifty-six short stories, which first appeared in serial form in

  monthly magazines. All but four are narrated by Holmes’s friend Dr John H. Watson.




  Holmes was not the first detective in literature but he helped to establish the genre; from the beginning he had a huge following on both sides of the Atlantic. Sherlockians can now be found

  worldwide, and films and TV series are made about him to this day. Holmes’s use of deductive reason affected real-life policing and inspired future generations of fictional detectives. It

  could be argued that every literary, film or TV detective is a direct descendent of Sherlock Holmes.




  But Holmes remains rooted in the late Victorian and Edwardian eras, when the British Empire was at its zenith and when London, then the biggest city in the world, was shrouded in pea-souper fogs

  caused by the burning of wood and coal for heating, cooking and industry. It was a world of hansom cabs and gaslight. Telephones were rare; most communication was by letter and telegram. The

  railway had opened up the countryside, yet it would be years until the suburbs on the Surrey side of the Thames would begin to sprawl.




  At that time, London was a major port and from London Bridge eastwards there was a massive complex of docks with its attendant poverty, slums, opium dens and prostitution, which also flourished in the West End. At night it would have been almost impossible to drive down the quadrant at the end of Regent Street into Piccadilly Circus for the crowds of working

  women.




  London was home to political dissidents and Jews seeking refuge from persecution on the Continent. A Fenian bombing campaign had ended in 1885, though Irish home rule remained a major political

  issue. The unification of Germany had already led to the Franco-Prussian war. Ocean liners had begun to make travel to America, South Africa, India and Australia commonplace. A transatlantic cable

  laid in 1866 and supplemented with new cables in 1873, 1874, 1880 and 1894 made it easy for Holmes to telegraph police departments across North America. The invention of the steam-driven press and

  the abolition of stamp duty (the tax on learning) in 1855 made newspapers and magazines cheap and plentiful. The London underground system was being built and the construction of the sewerage

  system began to eradicate cholera.




  Holmes arrived on the literary scene just when London needed a real-life detective: Jack the Ripper stalked the streets in 1888, but Scotland Yard seemed more concerned with prosecuting the

  clients of the male brothel in Cleveland Street, raided in 1889, and Oscar Wilde, who was imprisoned in 1895.




  Holmes’s last case is set in the year 1914. Conan Doyle had continued to publish the stories until 1927, but placed them in the era before the Great War swept away Holmes’s world

  forever.




  Doyle did not like Holmes and thought his historical novels to be more important. He famously tried to kill off Holmes in 1893 by plunging him over the Reichenbach Falls with Professor Moriarty,

  but was forced revive him in 1901 with The Hound of the Baskervilles. It would be no more possible to kill Holmes now.




  Nigel Cawthorne




  Bloomsbury, 2011




  







  Chapter 1




  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle




  At a dinner in the Balmoral Ballroom of London’s Trocadero on 28 September 1928, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, complained that he suffered

  sometimes ‘from some little confusion between the author and the character’. He was, he said, more like Dr Watson, the fictional author of the Sherlock Holmes stories; however,

  according to psychologists, he noted, we are ‘multiplex’ and conceded that ‘there may be represented in my being some strand of Sherlock’.




  Arthur Ignatius Conan Doyle was born in Edinburgh on 22 May 1859. In 1820, his grandfather John Doyle had moved from Dublin to London, where he became a political cartoonist and a friend of the

  writers Charles Dickens, Walter Scott and William Makepeace Thackeray, the artist Edwin Landseer and the politician Benjamin Disraeli.




  John Doyle’s surviving children inherited their father’s gift for the arts. But the youngest, Charles, lagged behind the others and moved to Edinburgh where he became a draughtsman

  in the Office of Works, though he continued to work as an artist and illustrator in his spare time. In Edinburgh he met Mary Foyle, whose widowed mother had been forced to move to the city from

  Kilkenny to escape the Potato Famine. They were married in 1855.




  As their family grew Charles’s ambitions became circumscribed and by the time Arthur was born Charles had become an alcoholic. Arthur grew close to his mother, who filled him with stories of medieval derring-do. Mary, from an Anglo-Irish family, had been educated in France and, following the deaths of two of her daughters, she joined the Philosophical

  Institution, a literary and debating society, and made use of its extensive library. Her voracious reading was joked about by family and friends, many of whom also mixed in literary circles. For a

  while, Arthur and his mother lodged with the historiographer-royal for Scotland, John Hill Burton, who was then revising the manuscript of John Hanning Speke’s account of his quest to find

  the source of the Nile. At the age of six, Conan Doyle began writing adventure stories of his own. At seven, he was taken to stay with his mother’s well-to-do relatives in Ireland, where he

  witnessed a confrontation with the Fenians, who began a bombing campaign in England the following year.




  When Conan Doyle and his mother returned to Scotland, his parents got back together again and moved into an overcrowded house in the suburb of Newington. There Arthur became the leader of a

  street gang that would later see literary incarnation as Holmes’s youthful allies, the Baker Street Irregulars. He briefly attended the local school, Newington Academy, where years later the

  French teacher, Eugene Marie Chantrelle, seduced one of his pupils, married her and later murdered her for the insurance money by poisoning her with an overdose of raw opium. By then, Conan Doyle

  was a medical student and several of his teachers provided forensic and pharmacological evidence at Chantrelle’s trial.




  At the age of nine and with the aid of his uncles – particularly Michael Conan, Paris correspondent for the Art Journal – Arthur was packed off to Hodder, a Catholic prep

  school in Preston, Lancashire, where he was taught by Jesuits. He was unhappy there, but fell under the wing of a young priest who comforted him by telling him stories. He also found solace in

  reading, particularly the adventure novels and Westerns of the American Captain Mayne Reid and the Scot R.M. Ballantyne. Later he became an avid reader of Walter Scott, James Fenimore Cooper and

  the writer of romances Charles Reade, who was a friend of his Uncle Dicky and something of an expert on violins.




  At the age of eleven, Conan Doyle moved up to the related senior school, Stonyhurst, which had recently invested in a new chemistry lab. The school also boasted a number of Old Masters, a

  Shakespeare first folio, Henry VII’s cope and Eleanor of Aquitaine’s reliquary. It also had a yew alley, like that in The Hound of the Baskervilles. The food was poor and the

  Jesuits strict. Boys were never left alone together so that, according to Conan Doyle, they could not practise ‘the immorality which is rife in public schools’. Stonyhurst did imbue him

  with a life-long love of cricket, though he never made the first eleven. Even though he was beaten and bullied, he did not look forward to returning to the domestic strife of his overcrowded home

  during the vacations.




  Arthur’s older sister Annette was educated in France, as their mother had been. During the Franco-Prussian War of 1870; her school was overrun. Her letters home were published under a

  pseudonym in The Scotsman. Meanwhile, the youthful Arthur told stories at school, demanding payment in the form of cakes and tarts. At the age of fourteen, he began a magazine called

  Wasp with his classmates, contributing cartoons as well as stories. Subsequently, he started his own short-lived Stonyhurst Figaro and had begun to devour French novels, particularly

  those written by Jules Verne. School plays instilled in him a love of the theatre, though his poor elocution kept him out of speaking roles.




  During Conan Doyle’s time at Stonyhurst, an old boy hit the headlines: Roger Tichborne, the son of baronet, travelled the world after leaving the school and went missing, presumed dead.

  When his father died, an unemployed Australian butcher named Arthur Orton turned up, presenting himself as the missing ‘Tichborne claimant’, represented by his solicitor, John Holmes.

  In court, under cross-examination, his knowledge of Stonyhurst proved pitiful, causing much mirth among the school’s pupils and Conan Doyle begged his parents to send him accounts of the

  trial.




  For Christmas 1874 when he was fifteen, Conan Doyle went to stay with relatives in London, the first time he had visited the capital. The journey was almost postponed when a

  blanket of snow fell and the temperature dropped to 18°F (–8°C). Nevertheless a brief thaw allowed him to take a train to Euston then a cab to the home of Uncle Dicky and Aunt Annette

  in Earls Court. He went to the theatre, courtesy of Uncle Dicky’s boss, Tom Taylor, the editor of Punch. He saw Our American Cousin, the play Abraham Lincoln had been watching

  when he had been assassinated nine years earlier, and Henry Irving playing Hamlet – though Conan Doyle was less than complimentary about the performance of the celebrated actor. He

  also visited the Tower of London, London Zoo, Hengler’s Grand Cirque on the site of today’s London Palladium and Madame Tussaud’s, which was then above the Bazaar in Baker Street

  and which was complete with a separate section relating to famous crimes dubbed the ‘Chamber of Horrors’ by Punch in 1845.




  After matriculating in 1875, Conan Doyle went to a secondary school at Feldkirch in the Austrian Alps to improve his German. There he edited the Feldkirchian Gazette, which carried a

  presumably fictitious account of a cricket match between the college and town and featured his own high-scoring innings. He endured a winter that he found even colder than those he had known in

  Edinburgh but in the spring he enjoyed walks in the mountains and good Austrian beer, and he developed a taste for German culture.




  While Conan Doyle was away, his family took in a lodger, a young doctor named Bryan Waller who had literary connections of his own. By letter Waller urged Arthur to follow in his own footsteps

  and study medicine in Edinburgh. He even sent textbooks out to Austria. Waller was also a Freemason. Conan Doyle later became a Mason himself, a calling that is mentioned frequently in the Holmes

  stories.




  In June 1876, Conan Doyle travelled home via Lake Constance, Basel, Strasbourg and Paris, where he stayed with his great-uncle Michael, who encouraged him to read Edgar

  Allan Poe. When Arthur arrived back in Edinburgh, he discovered that his mother was staying on Waller’s family estate in Yorkshire. The following April she gave birth to a daughter,

  christened Bryan Mary Julia Josephine Doyle.




  In the autumn of that same year, Arthur enrolled in Edinburgh University’s Medical School, where he came into contact with some remarkable characters. One of them was Sir Robert

  Christison, who had retired the year before but, as professor of medical jurisprudence and medical police, had been a pioneer of forensic medicine. He published A Treatise on Poisons in

  1829, taking a particular interest in curare, and would demonstrate in lectures how South American Indians fired poison darts from blowpipes. Conan Doyle used this in ‘The Adventure of the

  Sussex Vampire’.




  Christison published Suggestions for the Medico-Legal Examination of Dead Bodies ten years later. His expertise on the bruising of corpses had helped secure the conviction of William

  Burke after his accomplice William Hare turned King’s evidence, and showed that the two men had murdered their victims to provide corpses for anatomical dissection. Some of Christison’s

  forensic techniques are referred to at the beginning of A Study in Scarlet and, like Christison, Holmes also publishes monograms on forensic science.




  Christison used his students as guinea pigs in his study of the cocoa leaf and its extract, cocaine, and he climbed the 3,232 feet (985 metres) of Ben Vorlich while chewing cocoa, noting that it

  not only cured fatigue but actually prevented it. This may have been the origin of Holmes’s use of cocaine. Both Christison and his successor Professor Thomas Fraser tested dangerous drugs on

  themselves, as did Conan Doyle and his characters Holmes and Watson in ‘The Adventure of the Devil’s Foot’.




  Another of Conan Doyle’s lecturers was the Surgeon of Police and Medical Officer of Health for Edinburgh, Dr Henry Littlejohn, who introduced modern scientific advances – including

  photography and fingerprinting – to the Scottish courts. One of Littlejohn’s students and Conan Doyle’s mentor, Dr Joseph Bell, perfected the use of acute

  observation to make rapid diagnoses from minimal evidence. According to Conan Doyle’s autobiography Memories and Adventures, Bell could deduce from a man’s appearance in civilian

  clothes that he had once been a non-commissioned officer in a Highland regiment stationed in Barbados, a feat Holmes would emulate. Bell also taught his students to pay close attention to the

  smells and tastes of various substances he would ply them with in his lab.




  One day a week, Conan Doyle would forego his midday meal to spend his lunch money on a second-hand book. He favoured eighteenth-century authors such as Joseph Addison and Jonathan Swift. He also

  devoured the Essays of historian Thomas Babington Macaulay, who he praised for his ‘short, vivid sentences, the broad sweep of allusion [and] the exact detail’ and was influenced

  by the American Oliver Wendell Holmes, another doctor-turned-writer and known among his mother’s literary circle.




  Conan Doyle moved to Birmingham to train in a practice in 1879, shortly after his father finally went into a care home for alcoholics. Despite working long hours, he found time to write and sent

  a story called ‘The Haunted Grange at Goresthorpe’ to Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, where it excited no interest. But he was paid £3 by another Edinburgh

  periodical, Chambers’s Journal, which published ‘The Mystery of Sasassa Valley’, a story set in South Africa, topical at the time due to the Zulu Wars. He followed this

  with a piece published in the British Medical Journal (BMJ) about his experimentation with the drug gelseminum.




  In 1880, Conan Doyle took six months off from his medical studies to join a whaling fleet for an expedition into the Arctic. It was a toughening experience. While culling seals, he fell into the

  freezing water five times in four days. He kept a journal of the trip and penned the short stories ‘A Journey to the Pole’ and ‘A Modern Parable’, which have not survived,

  and he drew on this Arctic experience and the characters he met on board in later stories, including the Holmes tale ‘The Adventure of Black Peter’. While he was

  away, the British were defeated at the Battle of Maiwand in Afghanistan where, he would later report, Dr Watson was injured. Conan Doyle returned to his studies, graduated with honours in June

  1881, then headed to Ireland for a holiday. While there he wrote another mystery story, ‘The Gully of Bluemansdyke’, which was published in London Society magazine.




  When he returned to Scotland he became interested in photography and began writing for the British Journal of Photography (BJP) but then went on a trip to West Africa as a

  ship’s surgeon. On board, he enjoyed flirting with the female passengers, one of whom would not let him examine her, fearing the young doctor might take liberties. He filled his time with

  reading or discussing literature with Henry Highland Garnet, a former slave who was travelling to Liberia to take up his post as US Consul. Despite his friendship with Garnet, he wrote later of his

  dislike of Africans, though elsewhere he said he found them ‘quiet and inoffensive’, an ambivalence that surfaces in the Holmes stories.




  Back in Scotland he wrote more stories for London Society and medical articles for The Lancet. He applied for jobs, including a staff position in Buenos Aires, but was determined

  not to go to sea again; there was more money in writing. Eventually, he joined George Budd, his friend from university, in Budd’s prosperous practice in Plymouth but the two fell out over

  letters from Conan Doyle’s mother, who was suspicious of Budd. A girlfriend from Ireland offered Conan Doyle £100 (over £7,000 in today’s money) to see him though his

  difficulties but instead he moved to Portsmouth to set up his own practice. It did not go well and he decided to change course, to make writing his career and he set about studying the market by

  reading popular novels. His initial attempts were unsuccessful, and rejections began to pile up. Then finally, after rejection from London Society and Temple Bar, ‘The Winning

  Shot’ was accepted by Bow Bells. The story, set on Dartmoor, anticipated The Hound of the Baskervilles. Along with his writing, he began to indulge

  his interest in the paranormal, which was newly fashionable and even infected the pages of the BJP. It also chimed with his passion for the Gothic, which he had brought with him from the

  Edinburgh of Robert Louis Stevenson and Walter Scott.




  More supernatural stories followed, though he received lower fees for these than for his earlier work. But slowly he began to prosper and hankered for female company. At a dance, he got as

  ‘drunk as an owl’ and proposed to half the women, both single and married. In 1872, he wrote ‘J. Habakuk Jephson’s Statement’, about the mysterious disappearance that

  year of the crew of the Mary Celeste, mistakenly calling the brigantine the Marie Céleste. The name stuck. The story was published by the Cornhill, London’s most

  influential literary magazine and home to Thackeray and George Eliot. A critical notice in the Illustrated London News compared Conan Doyle to Stevenson, then at the height of his

  powers.




  He continued writing medical articles, including one where he uses the science-fiction device of notionally reducing a man to a height of a thousandth of an inch and introducing him to the

  bloodstream, where he illustrated the recent advances in bacteriology and vaccination. He also wrote an article for the Daily Telegraph in support of the Contagious Diseases Act that allowed

  the arrest and forcible examination of women for sexually transmitted diseases in ports and army towns. This made him the scourge of feminists. He further fuelled the controversy with articles in

  the BMJ and The Lancet. During this period, he wrote The Narrative of John Smith, where the eponymous Smith gives voice to Conan Doyle’s scientific, spiritualist and

  religions passions. The novel went unpublished. He claimed later that the manuscript had been lost in the post. However, ideas from this early work would recur in the Holmes stories.




  Although he played cricket and bowls, and attended parties and balls, Conan Doyle remained a serious-minded young man. He joined the Portsmouth Literary and Scientific Society and gave a lecture on his Arctic travels, attended by an audience of 250. President of the Society was Major-General Alfred Drayson, a prolific writer, theosophist and committed

  spiritualist, who encouraged Conan Doyle’s interest in esoteric matters. Even so, Conan Doyle still found time to become a founder member of Portsmouth Association Football Club, the amateur

  forerunner of today’s Portsmouth FC, and played for them as goalkeeper and occasionally full-back under the pseudonym AC Smith.




  Confined to bed with a bladder infection – which he claimed were a recurrence of an old African fever – he surrounded himself with books, paper and pencils. He found writing easier

  in the prone position and worried that if he became a full-time writer, he would spend his entire life in bed.




  In 1884 his Uncle Dicky died leaving little money, but Conan Doyle benefitted from the posthumous publication of Dicky’s youthful journals and an exhibition of his work. He spent the money

  on a new bookcase and volumes of Samuel Johnson, James Boswell and Alexander Pope.




  That year, Cornhill hired Conan Doyle and halved its price from a shilling to sixpence in an effort to gain a broader audience. The magazine held an annual dinner which offered him the

  opportunity to rub shoulders with the established novelist George du Maurier and F. Anstey, author of Vice Versa. Conan Doyle wrote not just for Cornhill, who rejected two of his

  stories, but also for Cassell’s Saturday Journal, Belgravia magazine and the Boy’s Own Paper, which published ‘The Fate of the Evangeline’ in

  their Christmas 1885 edition. The story quotes Edgar Allan Poe’s fictional detective, Auguste Dupin: ‘Exclude the impossible . . . and what is left, however improbable, must be the

  truth.’ In fact, Auguste Dupin – who appears in ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ (1841), ‘The Mystery of Marie Rogêt’ (1842), and ‘The Purloined

  Letter’ (1844) – never said that. So it was perhaps, permissible for Sherlock Holmes to make the sentiment his own in The Sign of the Four (1890), ‘The Adventure of the

  Beryl Coronet’ (1892), ‘The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plan’ (1912) and ‘The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier’ (1926).




  Conan Doyle then began work on a semi-autobiographical novel, The Firm of Girdlestone, about the life and loves of an Edinburgh medical student. But it did not find a publisher until 1890

  when Conan Doyle’s literary fame was on the ascendant.




  In March 1885 he took in twenty-five-year-old Jack Hawkins as a resident patient, who he looked after with the help of his housekeeper, Mrs Smith. Hawkins was suffering from cerebral meningitis

  – a type of ‘brain fever’ incurable at the time – and Hawkins died soon after. In a second semi-autobiographical novel, The Stark Munro Letters published in 1895,

  Conan Doyle records a scene where a detective comes round to enquire about the death of young resident patient taken in by Dr Munro. And in 1893, he published the Holmes story ‘The Resident

  Patient’.




  Conan Doyle married Hawkins’s sister, Louise, soon after her brother’s death. In place of a honeymoon, Conan Doyle went off on a tour of Ireland with the Stonyhurst Wanderers, the

  school’s old boys’ cricket team. It is not clear whether Louise, who was technically in mourning over the death of her brother, went with him or if she stayed with Conan Doyle’s

  mother, who was now living permanently in a cottage on the Waller family estate. Afterwards Louise and her mother moved into Conan Doyle’s house in Southsea, leaving no room for Conan

  Doyle’s twelve-year-old brother, who had been living with him up until that point. He was then despatched as a boarder to school in Richmond, Yorkshire, the alma mater of Bryan Waller.




  Marriage did not help his writing career. The only thing he produced in 1885 was the short story ‘The Mystery of Uncle Jeremy’s Household’, which features a detective, a

  medical student named Hugh Lawrence, who can be seen as a prototype Sherlock Holmes, and an ‘Oriental’ coming to Britain to carry out a ritualistic murder – a theme echoed in a

  number of Holmes’s stories. Initially, it was rejected by Blackwood’s, then published by the Boy’s Own Paper in 1887. Six more of his stories were then published in

  a three-volume anthology called Dreamland and Ghostland: An Original Collection of Tales and Warnings from the Borderland of Substance and Shadow. Nevertheless, Conan

  Doyle toyed with the idea of writing ‘The Autobiography of a Failure’.




  Instead, in the spring of 1886, he sat down to write A Study in Scarlet, the first of the Sherlock Holmes novels, which he completed in just over a month.




  







  Chapter 2




  The Birth and Death of Sherlock Holmes




  The detective story has a long history. One can argue that it begins in the Book of Daniel in the Old Testament, where Daniel halts Susanna’s execution for adultery,

  demanding an investigation to establish the evidence against her. He then cross-examines the two elders, who say they saw her lying with a young stranger. But their testimony is conflicting,

  Susanna is spared and the elders are put to death for perjury. The detective story could also be said to begin with Voltaire’s Zadig (1747), whose eponymous hero shows off his

  Enlightenment reasoning by describing the king’s horse and queen’s dog from the clues they’d left behind.




  The British had always enjoyed reading about crime. The five-volume Newgate Calendar of 1774, which detailed the life and death of notorious criminals. It sat alongside the Bible and John

  Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress in many homes. Conan Doyle certainly read Calendar, it competed with the Gothic novel, with its thrilling tales of the macabre, another

  area Conan Doyle strayed into. But it was Thomas de Quincey who gave the genre of crime fiction its literary cache with ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’, published in

  Blackwood’s Magazine in 1827. That, and its follow-ups ‘A Second Paper on Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’ in 1839 and ‘Postscript’ in 1854, were

  later lauded by such critics as G.K. Chesterton, Wyndham Lewis and George Orwell, who wrote The Decline of English Murder in 1946.




  Conan Doyle acknowledged the popularity of ‘sensational stories’ in ‘The Fate of the Evangeline’. He was, of course, familiar with Poe and

  the French pioneer of detective fiction Émile Gaboriau, whose protagonist, thief-turned-policeman Monsieur Lecoq, was based on the real-life Eugène Vodocq of the Paris

  Sûreté. In Gaboriau’s books we get to follow Lecoq’s deductive process and he gets a mention in A Study in Scarlet along with Gaboriau, Poe and Poe’s detective

  Dupin. In his autobiography, Conan Doyle says that after The Firm of Girdlestone, ‘I felt now that I was capable of something fresher and crisper and more workmanlike. Gaboriau had

  rather attracted me by the neat dovetailing of his plots, and Poe’s masterful detective, Monsieur Dupin, had from boyhood been one of my heroes.’




  Alexander Dumas and Honoré de Balzac had also strayed into crime fiction, along with Charles Dickens, who in Bleak House introduced the unflappable Inspector Bucket, thought to be

  based on Inspector Charles Frederick Fields of Scotland Yard’s recently formed Detective Department. Then in The Moonstone – which, like several Holmes’s stories,

  introduces a little oriental colour – Wilkie Collins gave us Sergeant Cuff.




  ‘But could I bring an addition of my own?’ asked Conan Doyle. ‘I thought of my old teacher Joe Bell, of his eagle face, of his curious ways, of his eerie trick of spotting

  details. If he were a detective he would surely reduce this fascinating but unorganized business to something nearer to an exact science.’




  This was topical: science – in the form of photography, fingerprints, toxicology and the forensic autopsy – was only just beginning to enhance the art of investigation.




  ‘I would try if I could get this effect,’ said Conan Doyle. ‘It was surely possible in real life, so why should I not make it plausible in fiction?’




  It was not enough for Conan Doyle to say that his detective was clever; he wanted to give the reader examples of his cleverness, the sort of examples that Dr Bell gave his students every day.

  First, he had to come up with a name. He filled a leaf of a notebook with possibilities, deciding against those that gave some hint of his character, so out went Mr Sharps and

  Mr Ferrets. Then he came up with Sherringford Holmes, which then became Sherlock Holmes.




  Holmes, Conan Doyle said, was a simple name and Conan Doyle had been brought up in a household all too familiar with Oliver Wendell Holmes. As for Sherlock, Conan Doyle claimed that the forename

  came from the MCC bowler Frank Shacklock; however, at school he had a friend called Patrick Sherlock.




  Conan Doyle says that it was clear that Sherlock Holmes ‘could not tell his own exploits, so he must have a commonplace comrade as a foil – an uneducated man of action who could both

  join in the exploits and narrate them’. He wanted a drab, quiet name for this unostentatious man – ‘Watson would do,’ said Conan Doyle. ‘And so I [had] my puppets and

  wrote my Study in Scarlet.’




  This is not entirely true. Watson was not originally named Watson, but Ormond Sacker. And A Study in Scarlet was originally A Tangled Skein. It begins with a terrified woman

  rushing up to a cabbie. The two of them fetch a policeman who turns out to be John Reeves, who had been with the force for seven years, and it was Reeves who was originally the protagonist. A

  ‘consulting detective’ called Sherrinford or Sherringford Holmes only appears in a later draft. Reeves shares rooms with Slacker, who had seen action in the Sudan, not in Afghanistan as

  in the final version. The name Watson seems to have been taken from Dr James Watson, who lived near Conan Doyle in Southsea and had recently returned from China.




  When A Study in Scarlet was finished, it was a short novel running to just over 43,000 words, or 200 pages. Conan Doyle sent it to Cornhill and, though the editor James Payn

  claimed to be enthusiastic, he rejected it, as did the publishers Arrowsmith’s and Frederick Warne. At Ward Lock, a publisher of cheap, sensationalist fiction, the editor-in-chief’s

  wife Jeannie Gwynne Bettany plucked the manuscript from the slush pile. Conan Doyle accepted mere £25 for the full copyright. That was the only money he ever received for the work.




  Conan Doyle then threw himself into politics, supporting the new Liberal Unionists, who opposed Gladstone’s proposal to give home rule to Ireland. He wrote parodies

  of Dickens, Defoe, Scott, Smollett and Swift in ‘Cyprian Overbeck Wells (A Literary Mosaic)’ which was accepted by Boy’s Own, but when other freelance work dried up he was

  reduced to translating a German piece on gas pipes for Gas and Water Review. Meanwhile, he was becoming increasingly interested in spiritualism, which was popular even among men of science

  at the time. He also took an interest in hypnotism.




  Disappointed by the fate of A Study in Scarlet, Conan Doyle began to write Micah Clarke, a historical novel set during the 1685 Monmouth Rebellion. The tale, of a Puritan

  protagonist supporting a Protestant rebellion, might seen an odd choice for a Catholic but Conan Doyle saw the Monmouth Rebellion as a fight for intellectual liberty. Before he had finished it,

  A Study in Scarlet came out in Beeton’s Christmas Annual. It was an instant success, and praised by The Times. The Annual sold out within two weeks and Ward Lock

  were soon planning a new edition, this time with illustrations. Some were commissioned from Conan Doyle’s father, Charles, still confined to an asylum. First though he had to trace his

  father’s work before blocks had been made. Then there was a fight for money.




  He did finish Micah Clarke, which ran to 670 closely researched pages and was repeatedly rejected. Conan Doyle then turned down a commission for a boy’s adventure story so that he

  could toy with ideas that would be used in The Sign of the Four and The Hound of the Baskervilles. He also planned to give up on his failed practice in Southsea and become an

  ophthalmic surgeon in London so he would have more time to write. But such a move depended on the success of Micah Clarke.




  He continued to write, The Mystery of Cloomber, reflected his interest in the occult was and the play Angels of Darkness, a dramatization of the second section of A Study in

  Scarlet, set in Utah, where Sherlock Holmes does not appear and Dr Watson only turns up in a cameo at the very end. He also wrote the short stories ‘The Bravoes of

  Market Drayton’ and contributed the scientific article ‘The Geographical Distribution of British Intellect’ to the conservative magazine The Nineteenth Century. The article

  concluded, naturally, that the best brains came from Scotland, notably Edinburgh.




  Micah Clarke was finally accepted by Longman’s on the recommendation of the reader who had discovered Rider Haggard. However, they thought it too long and that it had to be cut.




  Louise fell pregnant, while Conan Doyle busied himself becoming the vice-president of the Hampshire Psychical Society and taking a trip to Paris, where he visited the Louvre, used as a backdrop

  for ‘The Ring of Thoth’, a short story published by Cornhill and credited as the source for Boris Karloff’s film The Mummy. He then contributed an article on Robert

  Louis Stevenson’s writing to National Review. He frequently borrowed from Stevenson but considered Micah Clarke superior to anything Stevenson had written – it was George

  Meredith Conan Doyle looked up to. His ambition was to create great literature but he saw no harm in popularity; it was a democratic age and he reasoned that the people were the final arbiter, not

  the critics. Yet while he was becoming a well-known literary figure in London, a Portsmouth paper took a sideswipe at him: Conan Doyle had by then become a well known psychic, and the paper asked

  why he didn’t use his powers to track down Jack the Ripper, who was then on the rampage?




  On 28 January 1889, Conan Doyle delivered his first daughter, Mary Louise. A few hours later, he was back at his desk cutting the manuscript of Micah Clarke, which received generally

  favourable reviews and sold out its first print run of 1,000 within a month; another 2,000 were sold later in the year. That August he began The White Company, another historical adventure,

  this time set during the Hundred Years’ War.




  Soon after, he was invited to dinner by the managing editor of Philadelphia’s Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine, Joseph Marshall Stoddart, who was in London to sign up British

  authors. At the dinner, Conan Doyle met fellow Irishman Oscar Wilde and the two got on well. Stoddart commissioned The Picture of Dorian Gray from Wilde and signed

  Conan Doyle to £100 contract for a work of not less than 40,000 words. Within days, Conan Doyle said he would give Sherlock Holmes, from A Study in Scarlet, another tricky problem to

  unravel. The new work was originally called ‘The Sign of Sixteen Oyster Shells’, then ‘The Sign of Six’ or ‘The Problem of the Sholtos’ and finally The Sign

  of the Four, which was published in Lippincott’s in February 1890. There are indications that Conan Doyle meant this to be the last of Holmes: at the end of the story, Watson is

  preparing to marry and leave 221B Baker Street – without his amanuensis there could be no more Holmes.




  Capitalizing on his success, Conan Doyle managed to sell the serialization rights to The Firm of Girdlestone for £240 and then he sold the volume rights in the UK and US. With the

  proceeds, he made investments in property and shares that would eventually make him a wealthy man.




  An anthology of his short stories appeared, competing with reprints of the stories he had sold outright early in his career. With the acclaim that greeted The Sign of the Four, The Firm of

  Girdlestone and The Captain of the Polestar and Other Stories, and sales of Micah Clarke topping 10,000, Conan Doyle went back to work on The White Company, and found time

  to lecture on ‘Witches and Witchcraft’.




  Novelist and founder of the Society of Authors, Walter Besant recommended Conan Doyle to literary agent A.P. Watt, who had recently taken on Rudyard Kipling. Kipling credited Watt with doubling

  his income. Watt placed The White Company with Cornhill, getting £200 for the serialization rights, plus another £250 for the volume rights from the magazine’s

  sister company. There followed the short story ‘A Straggler of ’15’, an old man’s recollection of the Battle of Waterloo that Watt placed with Black and White

  magazine. Conan Doyle was now so flush that he splashed out on second-hand Remington typewriter and devised a schedule for his sisters to type up his stories.




  All the while he was still practising medicine and travelled to Berlin to learn more about a new cure for tuberculosis. He was to write about this for the BMJ and

  W.T. Stead, the crusading editor of the Pall Mall Gazette and now the Review of Reviews, had promised to take an article. Finally, Conan Doyle decided it was time to give up his

  medical practice and was given a going away party by fellow Southsea doctor James Watson. Leaving their baby daughter with her grandmother on the Isle of Wight, Conan Doyle and his wife headed for

  Vienna, where he would study ophthalmology and write the short novel The Doings of Raffles Haw, about a man who cannot find happiness even though he has discovered how to make gold. This had

  been commissioned by Alfred Harmsworth for his new penny paper, Answers.




  He also wrote the first draft of The Refugees, commissioned for £800 by the American magazine Harper’s, a novel set on both sides of the Atlantic during the reign of

  Louis XIV. His short story ‘The Voice of Science’, which pokes fun at fellow members of the Southsea Literary Society, was placed by Watt with Strand Magazine.




  When he returned to London he set up home in Montague Place in Bloomsbury, near the British Museum’s Reading Room, where he continued his research for The Refugees. Adjoining

  Montague Street is Sherlock Holmes’s initial address before he moved to Baker Street, and Conan Doyle’s ophthalmology surgery was fifteen-minutes walk away in Upper Wimpole Street, near

  Queen Anne Street, where Dr Watson would later live.




  Less than a week after returning to England, Conan Doyle sent ‘A Scandal in Bohemia’ to Watt. It would be the first of a series of six individual short stories featuring Holmes and

  Watson, each to be published in a single issue of a magazine. He explained that they were no longer living in a leisurely age and readers could not be expected to wait while longer stories unfolded

  over a number of issues. What they wanted was instant gratification featuring characters they were already familiar with. Watt took the story to Strand Magazine, one of

  the few publications that would take a story of over 8,500 words and, at a rate of £4 per 1,000 words, it was a good deal better than his usual flat fee of three guineas.




  Less than two weeks later, Conan Doyle delivered ‘A Case of Identity’. Nine days after that, ‘The Red-Headed League’ hit Watt’s desk. By then, Watt has sold the US

  rights for £50 to Sam McClure, the owner of a New York-based newspaper syndicate. McClure also took the US rights to The Doings of Raffles Haw, but publication had to be held back on

  both sides of the Atlantic until that July, when the Chace Act came into force to protect the copyright of British authors in the US.




  ‘The Boscombe Valley Mystery’ reached Watt before the end of April. Further work was halted by a bout of influenza, but Conan Doyle decided once and for all to give up medicine and

  closed his Upper Wimpole Street surgery. Flu over, he sent in ‘The Adventure of the Five Orange Pips’. Then the family moved from Montague Place to a large house in the suburb of Upper

  Norwood.




  In addition to the Sherlock Holmes series, he wrote the 40,000 word novella Beyond the City in time for the Christmas issue of Good Words. The novella, a satire on suburban living

  and the ‘new woman’ hankering for sexual equality, would have been longer but the religious magazine could not afford the wordage.




  When ‘A Scandal in Bohemia’ appeared it was accompanied by line drawings by Sidney Paget, whose image of Holmes is the one that endures, despite Conan Doyle’s complaint that

  Holmes looks too handsome. It was Paget who first put Holmes in a deerstalker and Inverness cape, which do not appear in the stories; instead Holmes wears a ‘long grey travelling-cloak and

  close-fitting cloth cap’ in ‘The Boscombe Valley Mystery’ and an ‘ear-flapped travelling-cap’ in ‘The Adventure of the Silver Blaze’.




  With the first Sherlock Holmes story, Strand Magazine sold 300,000 copies and within a week Conan Doyle had bought 250 shares in the magazine’s holding company. Soon after, on

  10 August 1891, he delivered ‘The Adventure of the Man with the Twisted Lip’, the last of the series of six. He then closed his study door and went on a cricketing

  tour of Holland with his local Norwood team.




  When he returned, he refused to write a preface for a new edition of A Study in Scarlet, or even let Ward Lock use the name Sherlock Holmes in the subtitle; after all, he was not making

  any money out of it. By then Strand Magazine were begging him for more Sherlock Holmes stories, but he held out for a fee of £50 – he had been averaging £35 up till then.

  The Strand paid up and Conan Doyle got to work on another six stories in rapid succession: ‘The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle’; ‘The Adventure of the Speckled

  Band’; ‘The Adventure of the Nobel Bachelor’; ‘The Adventure of the Engineer’s Thumb’; and ‘The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet’ were finished by 11

  November. However, by then, it seems that Conan Doyle was planning to kill off the series so that he could get on with ‘better things’. He was eager to get back to The Refugees,

  which he had left off earlier in the year. It was his historical novels that were important, he thought, not the endless adventures of this detective. When The White Company was published to

  disappointing reviews he pulled strings. A dinner was arranged with the editor of The Times who then said that it was the best book of its kind since Ivanhoe. By end of 1891, Conan

  Doyle had earned £1,616 largely by his pen – five times what he had earned as a doctor in Southsea. But any idea that he would kill off Sherlock Holmes was quashed by Conan

  Doyle’s mother, who came up with the idea for ‘The Adventure of the Copper Beeches’. When he finished it, he wrote to his mother: ‘So now a long farewell to Sherlock. He

  still lives, however, thanks to your entreaties.’ Meanwhile he went back to The Refugees and took a commission to write The Great Shadow, a book about the Napoleonic Wars, for

  Arrowsmith’s Christmas Annual.




  He also participated with other popular authors in the writing of a serialized novel called The Fate of Fenella for Gentlewoman magazine. The episode he

  penned concerned jealousy in marriage, a subject he would return to, notably in ‘The Adventure of the Cardboard Box’ which, after publication in the Strand Magazine, he had

  removed from the collection The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes in 1894. It did not appear between hard covers until His Last Bow in 1917. Meanwhile he began to spend time with Jeannie

  Bettany, who had rescued A Study in Scarlet from the slush pile and had been recently widowed. At the time, he wrote a poem about a man torn between an old familiar love and a new entrancing

  one.




  Conan Doyle spent time in the theatre, watching the new plays of Emile Zola and Henrik Ibsen, whose Thérèse Raquin and Ghosts dealt with adultery and syphilis. He

  joined the Reform Club and a bohemian group who called themselves the Idlers. He contributed to their magazine, The Idler – a bitter rival of Strand Magazine – and made

  friends with its editor Jerome K. Jerome and fellow cricket-lover J.M. Barrie.




  Conan Doyle turned his short story ‘The Straggler of ’15’ into a play, initially as a curtain-raiser for Barrie’s Walker, London. It was read by Bram Stoker, the

  business manager of Henry Irving, who paid him £100 for it. Stoker later found fame as the author of Dracula.




  The Refugees was now finished. The Doings of Raffles Haw had been published and, messing with the likes of George Meredith and Arthur Quiller-Couch, Conan Doyle thought his

  Sherlock Holmes days were behind him. But the editor of the Strand, Herbert Greenhough Smith, pestered him for more. Conan Doyle demanded £1,000 for twelve new stories, thinking the

  price would put Smith off; instead, he accepted.




  Fortunately, Conan Doyle had a ready source of new plot lines – the sackfulls of mail that now arrived both for the author and the great detective. One letter came from Dr Joseph Bell, who

  Conan Doyle openly acknowledged as the model for Holmes. Bell suggested a plot involving a ‘bacteriological criminal’. Conan Doyle replied that he wanted to keep Holmes out of the

  laboratory for fear science would alienate the reader. However, he did use some of Bell’s ideas and Bell’s correspondence concerning Holmesian methodology was

  published in the Strand.




  Notebooks from the time show how hard Conan Doyle worked on his stories. He would jot down ideas and phrases, then tick them off as he used them, either in the finished story or in other notes

  where he had worked them out in more detail before transferring them to the final script. The notebooks also contain metaphysical musings, speculation on the future of the Empire and ideas for new

  plays.




  In the early summer of 1892, Conan Doyle wrote ‘Silver Blaze’, ‘The Adventure of the Cardboard Box’ and ‘The Yellow Face’; then he took off on a trip to

  Norway with a party that included Jerome K. Jerome. Conan Doyle learnt a little Norwegian and insisted on visiting the hospital in Bergen where the leprosy bacillus had been isolated twenty years

  before. He was back in England in time to captain the Idlers’ eleven, which included E.W. Hornung, creator of gentleman-thief Raffles, in a cricket match against the Norwood team.




  That October, the collection The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes was published. It was dedicated ‘To my old teacher Joseph Bell MD’. A month later, Louise gave birth to their

  second child, a son named Arthur Alleyne Kingsley – Arthur after his father, Alleyne for the hero of The White Company and Kingsley after family friend Kingsley Milbourne and his uncle

  Charles Kingsley, author of The Water-Babies.




  Conan Doyle was by now only thirty-three and longed to branch into the theatre, but as the head of a growing family he needed to continue on the Holmesian treadmill. So, after two Holmes novels

  and fifteen short stories, Conan Doyle decided to do some research. Until then, accuracy had not bothered him much; his Holmes stories were fantasy, unlike his historical works where precision was

  paramount. He managed to get an entrée into the Black Museum, the crime archive in the basement of Scotland Yard’s new headquarters on Victoria Embankment. He went with Jerome K.

  Jerome and Willie Hornung, who was now engaged to Conan Doyle’s sister. They were shown a letter that had allegedly come from Jack the Ripper and Conan Doyle wondered

  why Scotland Yard had not taken more trouble to investigate the handwriting. This seems to have inspired one of his next tales, ‘The Adventure of the Reigate Squire’ which followed

  correspondence with Alexander Cargill, a handwriting expert in Edinburgh.




  The December issue of Strand Magazine carried ‘Silver Blaze’ where, for the first time, Holmes leaves London and heads for the wilds of Dartmoor, which was familiar to Conan

  Doyle from his time in Plymouth. Over then next four months, he polished off the remaining Holmes stories and wrote a series of medical tales concerning blood, childbirth and syphilis for The

  Idler. The editor, Jerome K. Jerome, thought they might emulate the success of Holmes, though they were so explicit that only three out of the eight Conan Doyle produced could be used. Conan

  Doyle was then struck down with a cold and took the opportunity to read Jane Austen for the first time.




  During 1892, Conan Doyle earned £2,729; he was fast becoming rich man. But he worked hard. In the year, he turned out some 214,000 words. Notably, only 7,000 of them concerned Sherlock

  Holmes, but these were the most lucrative.




  The following year Conan Doyle returned to the theatre, collaborating with J.M. Barrie on the libretto of the comic opera Jane Annie, or, The Good Conduct Prize for Richard D’Oyly

  Carte, the impresario behind Gilbert and Sullivan. George Bernard Shaw called Jane Annie ‘the most unblushing piece of tomfoolery that two respectable citizens could conceivably

  indulge in public’; nevertheless, it ran for six weeks at the Savoy Theatre. As a result Conan Doyle was invited to write a one-act Holmes play but he refused. Instead he dramatized his short

  story ‘A Question of Diplomacy’, which appeared as Foreign Policy.




  Then Conan Doyle decided to make a career on the lecture circuit, beginning with a talk on George Meredith at the Edinburgh Philosophical Institute, where his mother had been a leading light,

  which earned him eighteen guineas.




  Amongst Conan Doyle’s circle of literary acquaintances was Robert Louis Stevenson, who wrote in correspondence that he enjoyed the Sherlock Holmes stories and

  addressed him as a fellow ‘spookist’ as they were both members of the Society for Psychical Research. Conan Doyle replied that he never hoped to write another one and sent him a copy of

  The White Company.




  That August Conan Doyle travelled to Switzerland to give another talk on George Meredith, and there expressed his intention to kill off Holmes once and for all – ‘He is becoming such

  a burden to me.’ He even visited the scene of the crime: the Reichenbach Falls. When he got back to Norwood, he despatched Holmes in ‘The Final Problem’, which was published in

  Strand Magazine in December 1893. It is said that clerks in the City of London donned black armbands and the Strand lost 20,000 subscriptions. It was then that he asked that

  ‘The Adventure of the Cardboard Box’ be left out of the second collection of Holmes stories, The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes, to make room for ‘The Final Problem’.




  An entry in Conan Doyle’s diary remarks curtly: ‘Killed Holmes.’




  







  Chapter 3




  Holmes Resurrected




  Two months before Sherlock Holmes disappeared over the Reichenbach Falls, Charles Doyle, Arthur’s father, died in an asylum in Dumfries. Conan Doyle did not attend the

  funeral, preferring to remain in Norwood to give a talk on ‘Recent Evidences as to Man’s Survival of Death’. Also, his wife was ill, showing the early symptoms of tuberculosis.

  She was attended by the Queen’s physician, Sir Douglas Powell. The prognosis was not good and she was sent to Switzerland to recuperate. With no further money coming in from Sherlock Holmes

  – and a subsequent falling out with A.P. Watt – Conan Doyle undertook a nationwide lecture tour to cover the expense. Nevertheless he forked out £40 to help Liberal MP Henry

  Labouchère defend a libel suit. Labouchère’s amendment to the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885 led to the downfall of Oscar Wilde.




  He went to Davos to visit his wife and he found that she had put on weight. He used his time there to complete The Threshold, an autobiographical novel about the travails of a young

  doctor for which Jerome K. Jerome had offered £1,000 for the serial rights. It was, in fact, a reworking of The Narrative of John Smith, which he had claimed had been lost in the post

  and was eventually published as The Stark Munro Letters. Meanwhile, his earlier medical tales, now toned down, had been sold as a collection for publication in the UK and the US under the

  title Round the Red Lamp.




  Straightaway, he began another novel, The Parasite, the tale of a female hypnotist who enslaves a physiology professor. After completing 100,000 words, he tried to

  learn to ski, a pastime that had just arrived in Switzerland from Norway. He was unsuccessful in his attempts but is credited with helping popularize the sport among the British.




  Back in England, he made his peace with A.P. Watt and, on behalf of the Society of Psychical Research, he answered the summons of a veteran of the Second Afghan War who complained about

  mysterious noises in his house in Charmouth in Dorset. He spent the rest of the summer playing cricket and writing a series of articles about his favourite authors for Great Thoughts

  magazine. These were collected as Through the Magic Door and provided material for his forthcoming lecture tour of the US.




  ‘The Straggler of ’15’ eventually graced the stage as Waterloo. Henry Irving took eight curtain calls and Bram Stoker declared it ‘an enormous success’.

  Irving’s leading lady and mistress Ellen Terry visited Conan Doyle to congratulate the author personally and begged for a copy of his poem ‘The Storming Party’, which tells story

  of two soldiers who are going into battle when one discovers that the other is in love with his wife. Meanwhile Conan Doyle advanced Hornung £50 to collaborate on a play about prizefighting

  in the Regency era, which he hoped would co-star Terry, but they abandoned it after one act. Conan Doyle continued to give financial support to Hornung, who had married his sister Connie in

  1893.
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