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  Praise for Conan Doyle: The Man Who Created Sherlock Holmes




  

    ‘Conan Doyle has found a biographer of distinction in Andrew Lycett … Lycett’s brilliant piece of detective work on the author of the Sherlock Holmes

    stories now allows us to judge his literary worth against that of his peers and properly to set him in the context of his times’




    Guardian


  




  ‘Andrew Lycett … provides a detailed and admirably even-handed account of Doyle and his career … Lycett has written undoubtedly the best available

  biography’


  Independent




  

    ‘Thoroughly satisfying. [Andrew Lycett] has managed to present a more thorough and complete picture of the man than any biographer before him’




    New Statesman


  




  

    ‘Lively and illuminating’


	

    Times Literary Supplement




    ‘Lycett’s sophisticated account reveals a character with … light and shade’




    Daily Telegraph


  




  ‘Shrewd and thorough … entertaining’


  

    Independent on Sunday




  

    ‘[Conan Doyle’s] other writing will be read because of Holmes and better understood as a result of Lycett’s brilliant analysis’




    Sunday Herald


  




  ‘A serious piece of work by an experienced professional biographer … particularly good on the intellectual background to Doyle’s work’




  Economist




  

    ‘Andrew Lycett’s genius as a biographer matches Holmes’s as a detective’


  




  Newsletter of the Sherlock Holmes Society of London




  

    ‘Admirable clarity and fairness … must surely, at this juncture, become the standard biography’




  Tablet


  




  ‘Lycett’s book has the effect of moving Conan Doyle into our age’




  Scottish Review of Books
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  For Sue – ‘always the woman’
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  The ideal biographer should be a perfectly impartial man, with a sympathetic mind, but a stern determination to tell the absolute truth. One would like the frail, human side of

  a man as well as the other. I cannot believe that anyone in the world was ever quite so good as the subject of most of our biographies. Surely these worthy people swore a little sometimes, or had a

  keen eye for a pretty face, or opened the second bottle when they would have done better to stop at the first, or did something to make us feel that they were men and brothers. They need not go the

  length of the lady who began a biography of her deceased husband with the words – ‘D - - - was a dirty man,’ but the books certainly would be more readable, and the subjects more

  lovable too, if we had greater light and shade in the picture. Through the Magic Door




  

    Has anything escaped me? I trust that there is nothing of consequence which I have overlooked? The Hound of the Baskervilles


  




  




  





  PART ONE




  TAKING IN
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  ONE




  Two Irish families




  [image: ]




  Molten lava and packed ice: even the natural forces which created Edinburgh’s jagged landscape came in contrasting pairs. More than 300

  million years ago one of the smouldering volcanoes which dotted the surrounding countryside erupted, making a series of crags, the tallest of which, serendipitously known as Arthur’s Seat,

  now towers over the city. Later, vast glaciers ground their way through the lava-rich earth, shaping these contours and forming deep basins where today railways run instead of dinosaurs.




  This was the ribbon of soaring pinnacles and perpendicular drops which Robert Louis Stevenson fondly recalled as his ‘precipitous city’. For the full vertiginous effect, he probably

  also envisaged the steepling, overcrowded tenements or ‘lands’ which spread upwards over what little space the cramped ‘crag and tail’ topographical features permitted, so

  creating the high-rise skyline of Edinburgh’s Old Town.




  At ground level, a network of alleys or ‘wynds’ led off the main Royal Mile. By the mid-eighteenth century, the stench, squalor and sheer numbers had become so insufferable that the

  professional classes leading the pragmatic intellectual movement known as the Scottish Enlightenment wanted somewhere more salubrious to live. After deciding on a solid sandstone ridge a mile away,

  they drained and bridged Nor’Loch, the inland lake which lay between, and hired a young architect, James Craig, to design a well ordered New Town, full of classical terraces and leafy

  squares.




  As with the Old and New Town, so with Edinburgh in general. It is a city of dramatic contrasts, made tolerable by thoughtful accommodation. Here the ferocity of the outlying Highlands and

  Lowlands was blunted by the civilising achievements of the Athens of the North. Here a Scottish fascination with witchcraft and the supernatural came under the sceptical gaze of scholars such as

  David Hume who congregated at the university. With his home city in mind, Stevenson wrote his classic fictional portrayal of schizophrenia, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and

  Mr Hyde, drawing on Edinburgh’s real-life Deacon Brodie – respectable shopkeeper by day, infamous body thief by night. The only thing that remained constant was the bitter cold.




  Arthur Conan Doyle was born at a slight tangent to this polarised world in Picardy Place, a quiet enclave off the main road out of town to Leith. Taking its name from the colony of linen-weavers

  who came there from France in 1729 to start a local industry, it played host to newer arrivals such as Arthur’s parents, whose families hailed from Ireland and who enjoyed the security of

  living across the way from their co-religionists in the Roman Catholic church of St Mary’s.




  Arthur himself came into the world early on 22 May 1859. His horoscope later put the exact time as 4.55 a.m., confirming that, in astrological terms, he was a Gemini, born under the sign of the

  twins, which was doubly appropriate, given the contrary nature of the city and his own future as a figure whose lifelong struggle to find some middle ground between the opposing nineteenth-century

  forces of spirituality and reason would provide such a fascinating commentary on his times.
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  In ‘The Adventure of the Greek Interpreter’, Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson discuss the hoary question of ‘nature versus nurture’. When Watson attributes

  his colleague’s remarkable powers of observation and deduction to his ‘early systematic training’, the detective agrees, but only up to a point, arguing that the real reason lies

  in his veins. Although his family were mainly country squires, ‘who appear to have led much the same life as is natural to their class’, Holmes believes his special skills come from the

  artistic genes he inherited from his grandmother, a sister of the real-life French painter Horace Vernet. And ‘art in the blood is liable to take the strangest forms’.




  So it was with Arthur himself. His family was a source of pride and inspiration, particularly to déclassé Celt anxious to position himself securely in socially stratified

  Anglo-centric society. But there were skeletons in the cupboard which were worrying to a scientist schooled in murky Victorian concepts of heredity.




  Both sides of his family came from Ireland. But lineages are often hazy there, since so many records were lost in the civil war. At one stage Arthur was so convinced the Doyles were descended

  from Dubhgall, King of Ulster, that he had a stained-glass window built at Undershaw, his house in Hindhead, showing several putative crests, including the Red Hand of Ulster. In

  fact, his surname meant little more than ‘dark stranger’ or ‘foreigner’, a reference to the king’s Viking origins. He later dropped this idea and settled for the

  Doyles being a cadet branch of the Staffordshire family of that name who went to Ireland with the English invasion and spawned a large clan in County Wexford.




  So far as the record extends, Arthur’s grandfather John Doyle was a tailor’s son who started professional life as an equestrian artist in Georgian Dublin. He won commissions from

  aristocratic patrons, including Lord Talbot, Lord Lieutenant during a politically turbulent period from 1817 to 1821, and the 2nd Marquess of Sligo.




  One thing is indisputable – the Doyles were devout Roman Catholics. Both John Doyle’s sisters became nuns, and his brother James trained as a priest. As the Catholic journal The

  Month noted, John was the only child of the family who remained ‘in the world’, and with this situation came a certain austerity – a character trait emphasised by his height,

  bearing and angular patrician features. But his daunting demeanour was offset by a good nature and gentle Irish sense of humour.




  In 1820 he married Marianna Conan, whose father also worked as a tailor in the Dublin rag trade. Again her antecedents are blurred, purportedly stretching back to the ancient ducal house of

  Britanny. Within a short time she had borne him a daughter, Annette. The start of a family was a signal for John Doyle to think seriously about his career. Following the Union of Great Britain and

  Ireland, educated Irishmen of his type began to look to London as a cultural as well as political capital. At the same time Irish Catholics were making inroads into the discriminatory legislation

  which barred them from political office.




  Ambitious and pragmatic, Doyle made the logical move to London where, with his wife and infant child, he rented a house in an artists’ enclave in Berners Street, north of Oxford Street. As

  mementoes and statements of intent, he took some heirlooms with him. According to family tradition, these included silverware, engraved with the Doyle crest and motto ‘Patientia

  Vincit’; a pestle and mortar; and a portrait, supposedly by van Dyck, of Thomas Wentworth, 1st Earl of Strafford. This was an odd choice since Strafford, in the early seventeenth century, had

  been a leading perpetrator of the despoliation of the Catholic landed gentry, which had cost the Doyles their estates. While suggesting that John bore few grudges, it also pointed to the type of

  commission he hoped to obtain from high-born patrons.




  Initially business was slow, and John was forced to move several times with his growing family, spending two years south of the river Thames in Lambeth. A change of artistic

  direction came after he visited the House of Commons. He found that his combination of wit and draughtsmanship was well suited to producing caricatures of the participants in the mother of

  Parliaments. Making good use of modern techniques of lithography, he began in 1827 to publish a regular series of political sketches which he signed with the initials HB, a composite representation

  of his initials. With obsessive secrecy, he managed for sixteen years to keep his identity secret. During that period his sarcastic, well observed and usually benevolent cartoons of Britain’s

  political elite provided a graphic bridge between the angry Regency satires of Gillray and Cruikshank and the more respectful High Victorian output of Leech and Tenniel.




  John was soon earning a comfortable living, enough to move in 1833 to a large, new house at 17 Cambridge Terrace (now Sussex Gardens), north of Hyde Park. By then Marianna had produced seven

  children, all of whom showed varying degrees of artistic talent. His daughter Annette was a gifted musician, and a pious one, who later became a nun. James, born in 1822, was a scholarly youth,

  whose adoption of his father’s more severe traits earned him the nickname ‘the Priest’. Fascinated by the past, he would make a name illustrating and writing about history.

  Richard, or Dicky, born in 1824, was the most naturally gifted, and would follow ‘HB’ in a successful career, principally as an illustrator. Henry, born in 1827, was also a promising

  cartoonist, before later finding his métier as an arts curator. Then there were Francis and Adelaide, who both died young without making a mark, and, finally, on 25 March 1832, came

  Arthur’s father, Charles Altamont, his second name a nod to HB’s early patron, the Marquess of Sligo, who held the subsidiary title Earl of Altamont.




  The atmosphere at Cambridge Terrace was politically and culturally conservative, as might be expected from an Irish Roman Catholic family making its way in late Georgian society. The children

  were taught at home, since John was sceptical about English education. As was evident from his choice of the French Chapel off Baker Street as his place of worship, he was Francophile in matters of

  mind and spirit – a throwback perhaps to his wife’s French origins. His son Henry spent a short period at a Jesuit school in the Marylebone Road but, otherwise, the Doyle boys and girls

  grew up with their own private tutor, Mr Street, whose services were supplemented by both a fencing and a dancing master. As part of this privileged upbringing, they were expected to devise their

  own entertainments, centred round a play or a concert every Sunday. With an artist as father, they were also encouraged to go out and observe the world. After visiting the

  theatre, an exhibition or some public event, they were required to record their experiences for HB, illustrating them with amusing and meticulous line drawings in the family style.




  Nevertheless there was an energy and sociability about the place. Ensconced in his comfortable four-storey house, John Doyle was at last able to relax and enjoy the company of his wide circle of

  friends. Seated on prized Chippendale chairs, making merry around a large mahogany table in the high-ceiled dining-room, artists such as Wilkie and Landseer jostled with writers including Walter

  Scott, Thackeray and Dickens (the last of whom had originally been a parliamentary journalist colleague). Benjamin Disraeli was one of many politicians who visited, rooting for ideas as he tried to

  reinvent aristocratic romanticism for an industrial age.




  This contented, productive ménage was cruelly broken just before Christmas 1839 when Marianna died of heart disease. Charles was only seven and, although he already showed the family

  aptitude for drawing, he was more withdrawn than his siblings. Lacking his wife’s support, John Doyle reined in his professional, though not his social, commitments, and devoted more time and

  energy to his children.




  The precocious Dicky responded well, as is clear from his journal for the year 1840. Significantly, he made no mention of his mother’s recent death: emotional outpouring was not a Doyle

  family trait. Instead, with great facility, he wrote about and drew whatever he came across – his tutors, his visits to the Tower of London, his observations of military processions in the

  park and his involvement in a nursery version of the Eglinton Tournament. Within a short time Dicky was selling lithographed copies of his sketches of this mock-chivalric event, which his father

  had recently attended in Scotland. At first he did not find many takers: only his Aunt Anne (Conan) and Christopher Moore, an Irish sculptor who was a friend of the family, bought copies, and HB

  had to settle the £4 18s bill for the printing. But Dicky persevered, sending one set to Count d’Orsay, Disraeli’s friend and the leading dandy of his day, who commented that the

  boy, though still only fifteen, was ‘undoubtedly a genius of the first order’.




  Anticipating the medievalism which would inspire the Pre-Raphaelites, Dicky also painted a large version of the eponymous archer hero of Walter Scott’s novel Quentin Durward.

  History and its interpretation were endlessly discussed in the Doyle household. Dicky told his father he preferred reality to fiction (at that stage, at least), adding, as a sop to the old

  man’s Francophilia, that, after examining the histories of England and France, he found them both full of romance, but favoured the latter for its picturesque and poetical qualities.




  Dicky particularly liked the historical feeling shown by the artist Paul Delaroche. It is not clear if he knew that Delaroche was Horace Vernet’s son-in-law, and that

  together with Vernet’s father and grandfather, also distinguished painters, they made up the sort of creative dynasty the Doyles would become. Dicky was more interested in the way these

  nineteenth-century French genre painters combined drama, realism and imagination. It was all about ways of observing and interpreting the world.




  At exactly this time Delaroche was undertaking an official report on the new art of photography for the French government. Though he was apocryphally reported to have said, on examining a

  daguerreotype, ‘From today painting is dead,’ he was actually more enthusiastic, suggesting that this new technique would be a boon to artists.




  Taking this all in, though with rather less enthusiasm, was Dicky’s brother Charles who even, at the age of ten, gave the impression of finding childhood in an artistic hothouse

  overwhelming. In one letter to his father, he excused himself for not being able to recall any particularly striking painting at the Royal Academy and promised to return to have another look. In

  another, he signed himself off plaintively, ‘Your diminutive son Charles, who watcheth’. He was as good as his word, for he passed on the gist of this lively family debate about history

  and its representation to his son Arthur who, nearly half a century later, would create the fictional detective who prided himself on his descent from Horace Vernet.




  Another example of this trickle-down effect was the influence of Marianna Doyle’s brother Michael Conan, who came to stay at Cambridge Terrace around the time of her death. He had been

  educated at Trinity College, Dublin – unusually for a young Catholic, as this was still an avowedly Protestant institution, proud of having been created by Queen Elizabeth I in the first

  flush of England’s colonisation of Ireland, and he would, on pain of excommunication, have had to obtain special permission from his bishop to attend it. But this was in the early 1820s,

  before the opening of government offices to Catholics, and he was ambitious and none too fussed about religion. So he followed his married sister and brother-in-law to London where he qualified as

  a barrister and, as a deft painter in his own right, made useful contacts in the art world. (By then, two other Conan sisters, Anne and Elizabeth, had also moved to London, and joined the Doyle

  household.) But Michael decided to try his hand at journalism, initially working for the Morning Herald which in December 1832 sent him as a foreign correspondent to report on the French

  siege of Antwerp, a curious sequel to Belgium’s brief struggle for independence. On this occasion, the French troops were commanded by the veteran Maréchal

  Étienne Gérard – the surname adopted by Arthur Conan Doyle as the hero of his Brigadier Gerard stories in 1894. The fictional Brigadier was described as a cousin of the

  Maréchal, who in real life was accompanied at Antwerp by another veteran of the Napoleonic wars, Maréchal Baron de Marbot, whose sparkling memoirs, published in French in 1891, were

  later to provide useful source material to Arthur.




  Back in London, Michael Conan found himself a more appropriate job, writing for the Art Journal. With his additional interests in heraldry and genealogy, he exerted a powerful presence in

  Cambridge Terrace. Young Charles was later able to pass on a sense of this to his own son Arthur, who recalled first meeting the old journalist: ‘Through all my life up to this point there

  had been an unseen grand-uncle named Michael Conan … , a man of distinction, an intellectual Irishman of the type which originally founded the Sinn Fein movement.’




  As he entered his teenage years, Charles preferred to be out of doors rather than cooped up at home. His passion was fishing – casting distractedly for roach in the river Brent or

  sniggling for eels in the Paddington canal. He even went to the trouble of writing to Lord Canning for permission to angle in the Serpentine. As he would later say, he liked this particular pastime

  because it meant you could forget the cares of the world. His solitary whimsical view of the world comes across in his letters to his friend Frederick Ellis, whose father ran the Star and Garter

  Hotel in Richmond, Surrey – a haunt of the Doyle family friend, Charles Dickens. Once the young Charles Doyle admitted to liking Dickens’ Dombey and Son, but mainly because Mr

  Toots’s dog was so similar to the Doyles’ own Prinny. If pressed, he said he liked the historical and Gothic romances of the prolific, now forgotten novelist G.P.R. James. Perhaps the

  most revealing insight into his undemonstrative nature was his denunciation in 1845, aged only thirteen, of the humorous magazine Punch for pillorying the Whig-turned-Conservative politician

  Lord Brougham. Charles may have been a skilled draughtsman, but the family trade of caricature was clearly not for him. He was too sensitive, and that business too invasive.




  Dicky had no such inhibitions. His illustrations now incorporated humour, history and fantasy, with a subsidiary line – since meeting the painter Richard Dadd – in sprites and

  fairies, which gave him licence to express his Celtic fancifulness and aversion to modernity without adopting the grave religiosity of the Pre-Raphaelites. But his forte was his incisive, quirky

  cartoons which he published under the name Dick Kitcat. His uncle Michael Conan brought these to the attention of his friend Mark Lemon, editor of Punch, who promptly

  offered Dicky a job in 1846. Three years later Dicky designed a cover which showed a cheerful Mr Punch, sitting at his desk with his dog Toby, while what his biographer Rodney Engen describes as

  ‘an unmistakeable Doyle cloud of fairies, goblins, monsters, knights and maidens in distress pour from cornucopias on either side of the page’. With minor alterations, this design was

  retained as the famous Punch cover, epitomising the spirit of the periodical for the best part of a century.




  By then the Doyle family had suffered further losses. Both Francis and Adelaide had died in the early 1840s and, with HB less active, everyone else needed to earn a living. Dicky was already

  successful, and Henry and James were commencing careers as artists. But Charles, without their self-will, was beginning to lag behind, and did not like it. So the decision was made to remove him

  from London’s distractions and send him north to Edinburgh where he would be subject to the disciplines of a formal office environment, working as a deputy to Robert Matheson, the surveyor

  who moulded the shape of Scotland’s official buildings, as a clerk in the Office of Works. There he could put his skills to productive use as a designer and draughtsman, and would be assured

  of earning a salary of £220 a year.
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  The Foleys, the family of Arthur’s mother Mary, were a more volatile Anglo-Irish hybrid. On her father’s side, she looked back to a dynasty of hearty, mainly

  Protestant, yeomen with substantial holdings around Lismore in County Wexford. They owed their wealth and standing largely to their connections with the Dukes of Devonshire who have their Irish

  seat at Lismore Castle. Shortly after the Devonshires’ arrival in 1748, Mary’s grandfather Thomas Foley was appointed agent of their estate. He also operated a mill on the busy river

  Blackwater which, since the roads were so bad, was the main artery for travellers and commercial traffic to the sea at Youghal. But he became significantly rich when he acquired the rights to

  fishing on eleven miles of the river – source of some of the best salmon in Ireland.




  As a result the Foleys were linked to the Anglo-Irish ascendancy, and, as such, subject to nationalist opprobrium, although they survived relatively unscathed, since the Dukes were liberal

  landlords. Their sympathies were clear, nonetheless, from the pride the family took in the distorted legend of old ‘Black Tom’ Foley and his son Patrick killing a member of the

  Whiteboys, a secret party of agrarian activists which flourished in the late eighteenth century.




  Patrick Foley was the eldest of Thomas’s nine children from three wives (a number which reflected the high mortality of the time rather than any special concupiscence).

  Because of his seniority, Patrick took over the mill and fishing rights. His half-brother, also called Thomas, was required, as the son of his father’s second wife, to look further afield. So

  he became a lawyer, a calling which gave him the wherewithal to live comfortably at his nearby seat, Tourtane.




  William, the first child of old Thomas Foley’s third wife, Hannah Lowe from Cardiff, also sought advancement through the professions. In 1825 he gained a place to study medicine at Trinity

  College, Dublin, where, unexpectedly, he was recorded as being a Roman Catholic. This suggests that his father was originally a Catholic, adopting Protestantism as a convenience when he married his

  first wife, Margaret Fitzgerald, who was definitely a member of the Church of Ireland. As a result Patrick, the first of two children from this marriage, continued in his mother’s religion,

  and this was confirmed when he married Elizabeth Cliffe, daughter of a powerful Protestant family with whom the Foleys were allied in business, land ownership and, for a while, fishing rights. From

  then on there was never any doubt that Patrick’s side of the family was firmly Protestant. But by the time his father married for the third time, his commitment to his first wife’s

  religion seems to have slipped and he reverted to Catholicism, the faith in which his son William (some thirty-five years younger than his half-brother Patrick) was brought up.




  After graduating from Trinity, the easy-going William duly became a doctor, though not one fired with any great ambition. In 1835 he married Catherine Pack who, with her sister, ran a

  girl’s boarding school which had been started by her mother in Kilkenny. Catherine came from a more cultured Irish family. While the Foleys were essentially upwardly mobile creatures of the

  Waterford soil (though they did make unsubstantiated claims of having arrived with English conquerors in the seventeenth century), the Packs were more firmly entrenched in the Anglo-Irish

  establishment – a position which brought pedigree, responsibilities and pretensions. For the best part of a century they had centred on the ancient city of Kilkenny, where they turned out a

  succession of distinguished clergymen, doctors and soldiers. Earlier they had lived in King’s County (now County Offaly) where they had married into an illegitimate branch of the Percy

  family, headed by the Duke of Northumberland.




  Catherine’s grandfather, Richard, had been headmaster of Kilkenny College, Ireland’s leading Protestant secondary school, where he was succeeded by his son Anthony. Her great-uncle,

  Thomas Pack, had been a dean of the Church of Ireland Cathedral of St Canice in Kilkenny. And this clergyman’s son Denis (her first cousin once removed) was the dashing

  and spectacularly brave Major-General Sir Denis Pack who, after being wounded eight times in the Peninsular wars, commanded a brigade of Picton’s division which played a crucial role at the

  battles of Quatre-Bras and Waterloo (where he was again wounded). As the youngest of Richard Pack’s sons, Catherine’s father William had been forced into trade as a grocer and wine

  merchant in Kilkenny. But he had married well enough to the daughter of Matthew Scott, who ran one of the woollen mills which powered the town’s economy.




  When she opted to marry a Catholic, Catherine Pack took the brave and romantic decision to turn her back on her family’s Protestant heritage and adopt her husband’s religion.

  However, six years later, in August 1841, William Foley died suddenly in Clonmel while still in his early thirties. Accompanied by her children, his widow was forced to return to the Pack

  stronghold of Kilkenny, where, following family tradition, she again started her own girls’ school.




  However, her circumstances had changed. She was now a Roman Catholic, a faith she held with the conviction of a convert. It was perhaps significant that she chose to situate her school in

  James’s Street, opposite the convent and to use French as her medium of instruction. It was a very difficult time to set up on her own: by the middle of the decade the potato famine was

  hurting genteel town-dwellers such as herself just as much as impoverished agricultural labourers in the countryside. Its deathly consequences put paid to her school and may have deepened her

  religious feelings. In April 1847, aged only thirty-eight, she was forced to put her Kilkenny property up for sale and, shortly afterwards, she moved with her two young daughters, Mary and

  Catherine, to Edinburgh.




  Quite why she opted for the capital of the Scottish Enlightenment is a mystery. Because of the famine, vast numbers of Irish were emigrating, many to Scotland, where work could be found in the

  linen and construction trades, though Glasgow was a more popular destination than Edinburgh. Later, her daughter Mary used to talk of a Scottish family link between her grandfather Matthew and the

  great novelist Sir Walter Scott. But she was given to romantic flights of fancy and may have got this wrong. More likely, her religious enthusiasm alienated her Pack relations, who remained jealous

  of their privileged links to the (Protestant) Cathedral, where Sir Denis Pack was remembered in a marble bust sculpted by Chantrey. The truth may be that, in difficult circumstances, the

  self-consciously upright Packs, with their long line of deans and headmasters, had made Catherine Foley’s life in Kilkenny intolerable.




  Edinburgh was a city in transition. Boosted by immigration from Scotland’s internal regions as much as from across the Irish Sea, its population had grown further with

  the recent arrival of the railways. As a result it had been forced to expand beyond its strict demarcation into Old Town, now little more than a slum, and New Town, the preserve of the affluent

  middle classes. Catherine and her daughters found accommodation on the fringes of the latter at 27 Clyde Street, not far from the Catholic parish church of St Mary’s. There Catherine returned

  to the teaching profession, but in a slightly different way: she set up the Governesses’ Institution supplying British and foreign governesses to families and schools.




  With two daughters to support, Catherine Foley also needed a lodger to make ends meet. She probably asked the church to recommend someone, for the person who appeared on her doorstep was Charles

  Doyle, looking for a place to live shortly after arriving in Edinburgh in 1849 as a raw seventeen-year-old. ‘Very pleasant people and very Irish,’ he reported back to his friend Ellis,

  once he had settled in.
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  Though Charles did not stay long with the Foleys, it was time enough to note the attractions of his landlady’s daughter, Mary – a bright twelve-year-old, with

  soulful grey eyes. Before he got to know her, however, she was spirited away to a school in France where, like her mother, she was imbued with a lifelong passion for French culture.




  Charles had other matters on his mind, as he worked to emulate his brothers’ success. Before the end of the year, he had entered a competition to design new stained-glass windows for

  Glasgow Cathedral. If this was a positive move, he betrayed his lack of confidence by sending his drawings back to Cambridge Terrace for approval. The following August he played a prominent role

  when Queen Victoria and Prince Albert visited Edinburgh to lay the foundation stone for the National Gallery of Scotland. Young Charles raised the flag on Holyrood Palace as the royal couple

  arrived and reportedly also helped prepare the Queen’s apartment.




  But it was soon clear from his letters home that he was not happy. Edinburgh, with its quaint tumbling houses on the Canongate, was attractive enough, even if the overall stink was disgusting.

  But the Castle’s looming presence reminded him of a prison and made him uneasy. As for the local people, they were uncouth. Finding himself on the streets one New Year’s Eve, he was

  astonished by the displays of drunkenness and revelry. When, ever courteous, he offered to accompany two women home, he was further taken aback when a friend gave him a weighted truncheon, or ‘life-preserver’, so he could crack the heads of anyone who molested them. This might not have mattered if he had found someone who shared his quirky view of the world.

  But Scots humour was rather more boisterous.




  Sensing his natural introspection giving way to depression, Charles, who was not yet twenty, sought solace in the faith which had been an important part of his upbringing. The intensity of

  Scottish Presbyterianism probably contributed to his unease. It was less than a decade since the upheavals of the 1843 Disruption, when the more dogmatic members of the established Church of

  Scotland had staged a revolt against the alien practice of patrons appointing the minister and had gone off to form their own fundamentalist Free Church. At the same time the austere Anglican

  Church in Scotland was under threat from the Romanised rituals and practices of the Oxford Movement.




  Britain as a whole was undergoing a period of spiritual reassessment as it sought to come to terms with the materialism of the industrialised age and related advances in science. Having played

  its part in meeting this challenge, Charles’s own Roman Catholic Church was now seeking to capitalise on the situation, not only by ministering to Anglicans, such as those in the Oxford

  Movement, who were dissatisfied with their religion, but also by regaining political and civil liberties lost since the Reformation. In this latter context, it had won a notable victory in 1829

  when the Catholic Emancipation Act allowed, inter alia, the Irish nationalist leader Daniel O’Connell to take his seat in the House of Commons. (One of John Doyle’s most famous

  cartoons showed a bucolic O’Connell celebrating this legislation.)




  Twenty years later, Roman Catholics were hoping to make further advance by reasserting their right to appoint their own bishops. But when Rome announced the resumption of the Catholic hierarchy

  in September 1850, the Protestant establishment in Britain viewed this as another example of ‘papal aggression’ and Lord John Russell’s government banned it. However this

  prohibition was never enforced – the result, in no small part, of the political skills of Cardinal Nicholas Wiseman, the man chosen by Pope Pius IX to be the first Catholic

  Cardinal-Archbishop of Westminster. Coming from an Irish merchant family, Wiseman was also a friend of the Doyles. Both Dicky and Henry drew him: the latter’s 1858 portrait now hangs in the

  National Gallery of Ireland.




  So Charles rallied to the Catholic cause in Edinburgh. In March 1851 he attended a meeting in the Waterloo Rooms to protest against the new Ecclesiastical Titles Assumption Bill and other

  anti-Catholic measures. When a seconder was required for a motion calling for the resolutions to be sent to Parliament, Charles obliged. He was not the only member of his family

  who took this religious discrimination seriously. Dicky had been going from strength to strength with his caricatures of English manners and customs in Punch. But four months earlier he had

  taken the drastic move of resigning from the magazine in protest at what he regarded as the anti-Catholic tone of its coverage of this same Bill. In taking his public stand, Charles may have been

  showing solidarity with his well known brother.




  At the time Dicky was still living in Cambridge Gardens and enjoying a discreet affair with Blanche Stanley, daughter of Lord Stanley of Alderley. But in September 1851 she dealt him a cruel

  blow by marrying the young Earl of Airlie, who was more her social equal. Dicky poured his heart out to his younger brother in Scotland. Two years later he got his own back when, illustrating his

  friend Thackeray’s novel The Newcomes, he gave Lord Airlie’s features to the worthless Scottish Lord Farintosh (a surname later appropriated for a client of Sherlock Holmes in

  ‘The Speckled Band’).




  Meanwhile there had been changes at Cambridge Gardens. The Irish journalist Michael Conan had moved out, with his wife Susan and sister Anne, to a house on Campden Hill, though his other sister

  Elizabeth continued living with the Doyles until her death from cancer in March 1851. John Doyle himself was winding down as an artist, producing his last political sketch that year. Since, for

  medical reasons, he was unable to paint in oils, he thought that he might follow Charles and find employment with the Office of Works. When this initiative failed, he became amiably eccentric,

  lobbying the government with his ‘inventions’, such as ventilated tents and waterproof boots which he thought would improve the lot of troops in the Crimea – another inspiration

  for Arthur, who would later pepper the War Office with ideas for innovations such as body armour.




  In June 1852 John’s musical daughter Annette succumbed to the general religious fervour and joined the Society of the Daughters of the Heart of Mary in Kensington as a nun. Predictably the

  order had strong links with France where its founder had been a Jesuit. However, since it was not strictly community-based, Annette was able to continue to live at home and look after her father.

  Her experience encouraged her aunt Anne Conan to follow suit and join the same order in 1854, when Michael Conan and his wife took the logical step, given the family’s admiration for France,

  of moving to Paris as correspondent for the Art Journal.




  These comings and goings did little to boost Charles’s morale, which was further dented by his lack of advancement at work. Dicky, who was closest to him, encouraged

  him to seek outlets for his illustrations. He also tried to buoy his brother’s spirits with titbits of London literary gossip. But the family’s anxiety was evident from a letter from

  John Doyle asking Charles plaintively if he had increased his circle of friends as a result of Thackeray’s visit to Edinburgh in late 1851.




  When Charles obtained a commission to illustrate a scroll celebrating Cardinal Wiseman’s links with Scotland, he again lacked confidence in his own ability and asked his family’s

  advice. His brother James bluntly told him that this seemed ‘very like carrying a certain combustible material to Newcastle’, and added, ‘Allow me to say that your remark about

  your not being equal to the job is nothing less than “bosh”.’




  Charles’s life took a turn for the better when Mary Foley returned from France in 1854. She had blossomed into an attractive young girl, whose vitality and intelligence poured from her

  petite five-foot-one-inch frame. Her mother was delighted when this sincere and obviously well connected young Catholic began to show a romantic interest in her daughter. Equally happy, Charles

  sent Mary’s photograph to Dicky who, though still smarting from being jilted, conceded that the girl had ‘Irish charm’ and told his sister Annette, ‘She looks nice –

  decidedly so for a “sun pictur” [a photograph] which don’t flatter.’ Dicky sketched her from this likeness, giving her round face an openness and intelligence, tempered with

  a touch of reserve, evident in her prim mouth and light brown hair swept back behind her ears.




  Charles took his brother’s favourable reaction as a signal to propose to Mary, who was still only eighteen when they walked up the aisle together at St Mary’s church on 31 July 1855,

  the feast day of St Ignatius. The couple took a short honeymoon at an inn on the outskirts of Edinburgh before settling down to married life in a series of rented apartments.




  Before long the young Doyles had their first child, a daughter, Annette, who was born on 22 July 1856. When the infant was baptised in St Mary’s the following day, she was given the

  additional name Conan, ostensibly in honour of one of her godparents, the nun Anne Conan, but more probably out of respect for her grandmother’s family, which had played an important role in

  Charles’s upbringing.




  The responsibilities of fatherhood did not sit easily with Charles, however. Dicky, who had visited Edinburgh the previous summer, redoubled his efforts to help his brother by finding him

  alternative sources of income. He put him in touch with London magazines and advised him on strategies to make sure he was paid. He even suggested Charles should become his

  Edinburgh agent or, failing that, earn some money touching up his own early watercolours.




  More practically John Doyle tried to get his son a transfer to London. Charles scoffed at this suggestion, telling his sister Annette, ‘I have the greatest horror of being herded with a

  set of snobs in the London Office, who would certainly not understand and probably laugh at the whole theory of construction, as also the technical terms in use among the builders here, to whom

  brick is an unknown quantity.’ When an opening in the Accountant-General’s office was mooted, he said this was something he ‘simply could not stand’. After that job failed

  to materialise, Charles entertained the idea of emigrating to Australia and earning a living as a gold prospector. Arthur probably heard embellished accounts of his father’s youthful

  ambition, encouraging him to add flashes of Australian colour to several Sherlock Holmes stories such as ‘The Boscombe Valley Mystery’.




  Marriage did at least spur Charles to increase his output of illustrations. He developed a reputation as a comic artist in periodicals such as the short-lived Illustrated Times. After an

  exasperating decade in the shadows at the Dickensian Office of Works, he was at last allowed to take credit for his own designs, notably when he helped his boss Robert Matheson on the octagonal

  fountain in the forecourt at Holyrood Palace in 1858–9. Charles was responsible for the small statues of historical figures surrounding the spire, which Matheson obligingly described as

  ‘more in the class of a work of Art than ordinary building work’. But the trade magazine The Builder saw only a ‘confused and miserable mixture, ugly in outline and puerile

  in detail’.




  Such professional brickbats did little to boost the mild-mannered man’s confidence, which had been further undermined when his second daughter Catherine died from water on the brain in

  October 1858 when she was six months old. As Dicky discovered when he passed through Edinburgh shortly afterwards, Charles was in poor spirits and living in distressingly reduced circumstances at

  11 Picardy Place when his first son arrived on the morning of 22 May 1859 and was given the names Arthur Ignatius Conan at his baptism at St Mary’s two days later.




  As usual among the Doyles, these names were carefully considered. Arthur signified history and place, albeit a romanticised version, looking back to King Arthur, the mythic architect of Britain;

  Ignatius faith, evoking the saint’s day on which Charles and Mary were married; and Conan kin, referring to the mixed Irish and European heritage of his mother’s forebears. These three

  strands were to battle for supremacy in Arthur’s personality.




  





  TWO




  Early years in Edinburgh




  1859–1868




  [image: ]




  One of Charles Doyle’s last commissions before his son’s birth was a set of illustrations for a volume called Men Who Have

  Risen. Subtitled A Book for Boys, this was a series of biographical sketches of figures, such as Robert Peel, designed to educate youngsters about the benefits of hard work and

  self-improvement. It marked the London debut of James Hogg, an opportunist Edinburgh publisher who was keen to establish a presence in the British capital. Hogg showed he lacked none of the

  commercial wiles of his metropolitan rivals, for Men Who Have Risen reached the market shortly before Samuel Smiles’s best-selling Self Help, a similar collection which defined

  the Victorian ethic of pulling oneself up by one’s bootstraps. The ameliorative and taxonomic demands of the age were also neatly represented in two other, rather different publications of

  1859 – Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species by means of Natural Selection and the first magazine serialisations of Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household

  Management.




  Since Arthur would later epitomise a certain type of self-made professional man, his father’s involvement with this book was ironic. Despite his wife’s sterling support, Charles

  Doyle had fallen a long way from the solid comforts of Cambridge Terrace. His main problem was that he had started to drink heavily and behave erratically, often giving away his drawings for the

  price of a bottle of spirits. Pinpointing exactly when this became a liability is not easy. By 1861 Mary’s mother and sister were cohabiting with the young Doyles at Picardy Place, where

  Catherine continued to run her Governesses’ Institution. They were on hand when Mary gave birth to a daughter, another Mary, that May. The pressure on space cannot have added to domestic

  harmony and the entire family decamped to Portobello, a seaside suburb of Edinburgh, in 1862. There was another reason for this move: Catherine Foley was not well and in May that year she died of

  cancer at 3 Tower Bank, Portobello, aged fifty-two.




  As a lover of the open air, Charles welcomed the wide expanse of the sea and found he was able to paint. But his darker, romantic mood was reflected in the watercolour

  ‘A gypsy camp in the gloaming’, which he submitted from Portobello as his first contribution to the 1862 Royal Scottish Academy’s summer exhibition.




  That winter the skies darkened, the days crowded in and the city and its surroundings became bitterly cold. A depressed Charles took more aggressively to the bottle and, by December, his

  condition had become so bad that, according to Mary, writing thirty years later to a doctor who was treating him in a mental home, he would drag himself around the floor, behaving like a

  nincompoop, unable to remember his own name. For the best part of a year he was unable to attend work and was put on half pay. In order to finance his regular binges, he would steal from his wife

  and children (breaking open the latters’ money boxes) and he would run up large bills with shopkeepers for goods he later sold. One Edinburgh pub was full of drawings which Charles had given

  or sold cheaply for alcohol. When nothing else was available he drank furniture varnish. Already many family friends were urging that he should be institutionalised.




  In his autobiography Arthur glossed over these disturbing memories and concentrated on the story of his family’s poverty. He recalled his father’s meagre income and the resulting

  hardships. He said nothing about the real sources of tension in the Doyle household, which had repercussions for his own relationship with his parents. In an uncertain, often threatening,

  atmosphere he looked to his petite mother for more than usual emotional support. And, correspondingly, without a husband to fall back on, she enveloped her young son in maternal love and introduced

  him from an early age to the influences which had provided constancy in her hitherto short, often harsh life.




  The religion she had learnt from her mother remained important, but her faith had been undermined by her husband’s behaviour, and she began to look to history as an alternative source of

  inspiration and moral guidance. This was not a narrow, dogmatic reverence for the past, but a romantic enthusiasm which drew in particular on the Middle Ages for stirring examples of chivalrous

  behaviour. It was underpinned by a passion for her own family’s antecedents. All memories of a rift with her immediate family in Ireland were forgotten. Rolling out the genealogical tree, she

  quickened her son’s heart with stories of the Packs’ bravery and the nobility of their proud kinsmen, the Percys. Mary’s pedigree became an essential part of her identity, as she

  sought to escape the chilly, grim reality of mid-Victorian Edinburgh. For Arthur, it provided a wonderful window on the world, where the characters seemed more substantial than

  at home. It also bound him to his mother, whose hardships he recognised and whom he would poignantly tell, ‘When you are old, Mammie, you shall have a velvet dress and gold glasses and sit in

  comfort by the fire.’
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  Living in a dysfunctional family was not easy for the boy. It is hard to be precise about his frame of mind as his childhood reminiscences were written much later, when the

  long-term consequences of his father’s behaviour were clearer. There is no reason to question the respect he retained for his father’s wit, courtesy and ‘delicacy of mind’.

  He enjoyed the occasions when the two of them embarked on outdoor pursuits, such as skating. But even he was forced to admit that Charles was ‘of little help’ to his wife, ‘for

  his thoughts were always in the clouds and he had no appreciation of the realities of life’. And there was a hint of his own unhappiness and insecurity in his conclusion, ‘The world,

  not the family, gets the fruits of genius.’




  With her husband only hanging onto his job through the goodwill of Robert Matheson, Mary Doyle was forced to make more of her own mark in society. Devastated by the death of her two-year-old

  daughter Mary in June 1863, she joined the Philosophical Institution, a high-minded literary and debating society where, to the consternation of Edinburgh’s more conservative citizens,

  Professor Thomas Huxley had recently talked on the controversial topic of natural selection. Charles nominally joined at the same time, but it is doubtful if he was a regular attendee.




  Mary made full use of the Institution’s extensive library. At home her passion for reading became a joke: she always had a book in front of her whether she was knitting or feeding the

  children. Arthur later provided a fictional portrait of her as the ‘quaintest mixture of the housewife and the woman of letters … Always a lady, whether she was bargaining with the

  butcher, or breaking in a skittish charwoman, or stirring the porridge, which I can see her doing with the porridge-stick on one hand, and the other holding her Revue des deux Mondes within

  two inches of her dear nose.’




  By being both domestic goddess and intellectual, Mary combined the responsibilities of both parents, which was just what Arthur needed. And her love of the biweekly Revue was significant,

  since it regularly, almost obsessively, featured the Middle Ages, which it portrayed as the antidote to all that was wrong with modern France. When he grew older and attended school, Arthur would

  expand his view of the world by reading to her from this magazine, which also played an important role in familiarising him with the literary periodical, an important cultural

  phenomenon of the age.




  Through the Institution, Mary developed her own bookish contacts, the foremost being Dr John Brown, a God-fearing physician who had once worked for the celebrated surgeon James Syme, and who had

  since prospered as the author of witty essays and stories, such as the popular Rab and his Friends, a heart-rending story of a dog’s devotion to the mistress he accompanies to her

  deathbed in Edinburgh’s Minto Hospital. Brown had a bond with Mary since he too was coping with family trauma – the mental illness of his wife, who was to die in 1864. He found

  contentment in a wide circle of bookish companions, including Thackeray and Oliver Wendell Holmes, an American who, like himself, straddled the worlds of medicine and literature.




  Wendell Holmes had a name that would feature prominently in young Arthur’s life, and it is easy to understand why. He was an establishment figure with the wit and curiosity to hold up

  cherished nostrums to the scrutiny of contemporary knowledge. As a doctor in the 1840s, he had helped advance the germ theory of disease by showing that puerperal (or childbed) fever was carried by

  the attending physician from one delivery to the next. As a belletrist, he later made a name with his epigrammatic The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table, which exposed his own often

  superstitious, Gothic beliefs to the rigours of Victorian rationalism. The personification of the ‘Boston Brahmin’, a term of his own coining, he retained an idiosyncratic conviction in

  the immortality of the soul, while being able to turn a cool scientific gaze onto subjects such as the workings of the unconscious mind. His fascination with the caste-like East Coast intellectual

  aristocracy from which he came encouraged him to wade into the controversial field of heredity in his ‘medicated novel’, Elsie Venner – A Romance of Destiny, published in

  1861.




  From John Brown Mary gained a strong sense of Wendell Holmes’s mystique, which she passed on to her son, who later appropriated this surname for his fictional consulting detective,

  Sherlock Holmes. In a doubtless unconscious reference which pinned his own recollection of this book to these times, Arthur gave the name Venner and Matheson to the firm to which Victor Hatherly

  was apprenticed in his story ‘The Adventure of the Engineer’s Thumb’.




  Brown probably also introduced Mary to some more immediately useful friends, the scholarly Burton family who liked her vivacious personality and welcomed her into their home. Her particular

  friend was Mary Burton, a formidable campaigner for women’s rights, once described as ‘a unique example of the Victorian woman on the warpath’. Mary

  Burton’s field was education, which would have appealed to the daughter of a former schoolmistress.




  The earliest incontrovertible evidence of their closeness came with a new addition to the Doyle family – a sister for Annette and Arthur, who was born on 22 February 1866 at Mary

  Burton’s house, Liberton Bank, in the low-lying Pentland hills two miles south-east of Edinburgh. Lottie, as the baby girl was known, was baptised Caroline Mary Burton after her doughty

  hostess. This suggests an intimacy of some standing, though the date when the Doyles moved to Liberton Bank is unclear. Mary Burton made a habit of helping the needy and may have provided refuge as

  early as 1862 when Mary Doyle temporarily parted from her alcoholic husband.




  What is certain is that Arthur spent part of his childhood in this female dominated household, where he came within the orbit of Mary Burton’s influential brother, John Hill Burton, an

  Aberdonian lawyer turned political economist and historian, who lived at Craig House in nearby Craiglockhart. Burton was one of the local literati who wrote regularly for Blackwood’s

  Edinburgh Magazine, usually known as Blackwood’s, or, more colloquially, Maga. Launched in 1817 by the successful publisher William Blackwood as a Tory version of the

  Whiggish Edinburgh Review, Maga had quickly attracted fine writers, such as Sir Walter Scott’s son-in-law John Gibson Lockhart, who gave it a reputation for brash iconoclasm,

  underpinned by solid literary and social criticism.




  More recently, spurred by circulation wars with the Edinburgh Review, Maga had made a speciality of romantic fiction, in the traditional sense of transporting readers to other imaginative

  worlds, particularly through tales of high adventure and the supernatural. Parallel to this the magazine also featured true-life stories of daring and discovery – the kind of fare which

  appealed to a public excited by the opening-up of the globe through exploration and conquest and which was to make it the periodical of choice in expatriate clubs throughout the empire.




  One instance bore on Arthur even at his tender age. Maga had printed the explorer John Hanning Speke’s account of his discovery of the source of the Nile following his contentious

  expedition with Richard Burton (no relation) in 1856–9. But Speke had left so many questions unanswered that he was forced to return to East Africa in 1860 to substantiate his claims. Back in

  Britain three years later, he had an exciting yarn to tell – one which Blackwood was determined to publish, despite intense competition from John Murray. But when the first draft of

  Speke’s manuscript proved unreadable and too sexually explicit, Blackwood turned to his friend Hill Burton to improve it.




  Hill Burton spent August 1863 locked in Craig House, revising the copy with Speke, and the book was published in December. But the results were not successful: the bowdlerisation was obvious and

  the text strewn with errors. As a result Speke failed to prove his claim to have been the first person to discover the source of the Nile. He was scheduled to debate the matter publicly with a

  still aggrieved Richard Burton in September 1864. But the day before the meeting he shot himself, and the jury remains out as to whether it was suicide or an accident.




  Although too young to take in the details, Arthur gained a sense of a wider world brimming with adventure and excitement. His tastes were further whetted and his horizons expanded in the

  capacious library at Craig House, where Hill Burton’s son William became his closest friend.




  However, his most important influence was his enthusiastic mother, who inculcated the fundamentals of storytelling from her own mouth. She thrilled him with the vividness of her tales, which

  served not only to educate him but also to dispel her personal anxieties. He later recalled her ‘art of sinking her voice to a horror-stricken whisper when she came to a crisis in her

  narrative … I am sure, looking back, that it was in attempting to emulate those stories of my childhood that I first began weaving dreams myself.’




  Soon he started to commit his own fantasies to paper, though, being where he was, he used words rather than pictures, the preferred medium in his father’s childhood house. When about six,

  he wrote his first story about an adventurer’s untimely demise at the hands of a Bengal tiger. A fragment which was locked away in a family writing-desk and later given by Mary Doyle to her

  son’s second wife shows the basics of Arthur’s lively style as he described in the first person (with minimal punctuation) the adventures of a group of armed men coming across this

  magnificent beast. He recalled that the tiger had its way, which left him ‘a realist in the age of the Romanticists’. (The balance between these two poles – the factual and the

  imaginative – was to absorb him throughout his life.) He was also conscious of a failing since, following the deaths of his protagonist (or possibly protagonists), his story had nowhere else

  to go. ‘It is very easy to get people into scrapes, and very hard to get them out again,’ he subsequently noted, as he resolved to make early changes to his fictional technique.




  The following summer, when Arthur was just seven, his mother took him across the Irish Sea to stay with some ‘well-to-do’ relations in King’s County. This

  seems to have been a journey of reconciliation with the family from which her own mother Catherine had fled. Since the proud woman had died three years earlier, there was no reason to continue any

  feud with the Packs or the Percys. (There was probably also some more pressing family business to sort out.) With the flowering of her mind, Mary harboured no prejudices against the Protestantism

  of such relations. Besides, she had lived in Calvinist Edinburgh for most of her life. And she may simply have wanted to give her bright son a taste of the stately lifestyle she often talked about

  and was seldom able to enjoy.




  He remembered his introduction to the lush countryside of his mother’s homeland for different reasons, however. While helping with the horses, he was urgently summoned by a groom to a loft

  from where, after barring the doors, they watched twenty or so men slouching along the road below. After an abusive exchange with them, the groom explained to Arthur that this was a party of

  Fenians, the Irish nationalists who were to cause mayhem the following year with their bombing campaign on the English mainland.




  The incident was instructive for Arthur in several ways. Harking back to his Foley relation Patrick, who was surprised by an intruder (wrongly supposed to be a Whiteboy), it confirmed in him the

  idea that he was part of a privileged elite, threatened by a lumpen rural rabble. The fact that, in the Irish context, the former tended to be Protestant and the latter Catholic was mildly

  confusing because, until then, his religious upbringing had been Roman. But it helped wean him away from strong sectarian views and towards the ecumenism he later espoused. This flash confrontation

  in the Leinster countryside also led him to think that the Irish were untrustworthy agitators – the sort who later turned up in his fiction as members of the conspiratorial Molly Maguires or

  as Professor James Moriarty, the ‘Napoleon of Crime’.




  All in all, from an early age Arthur was developing a complex attitude to the Irishness on both sides of his family. He appreciated his mother’s Celtic vivaciousness, but was not so sure

  about being Irish, a word usually accompanied in his autobiography with qualifying adjectives such as volcanic, noisy or simply disaffected.




  There was another reason for the holiday. Arthur’s father Charles had recovered from the worst of his afflictions, and the Doyle family was about to make another move – this time, a

  couple of miles into the city from Liberton Bank where they rented part of a large Georgian house in a cul-de-sac at 3 Sciennes Hill Place in the growing suburb of Newington. It is true the

  building was overcrowded, with at least four families living there. But it was hardly the dirty, rough place Arthur liked to portray. It simply suited his subtle rewriting of

  history to hint at the apparent awfulness of his childhood without betraying the dark secrets at the heart of his family. At least Edinburgh was on the way to cleaning up its filthiest slums. The

  deaths of thirty-five people when an eight-storey tenement block collapsed in the heart of the Old Town in 1861 had acted as a wake-up call. The city had appointed its first Medical Officer of

  Health, Dr Henry Littlejohn, and would shortly institute a programme of infrastructural and public health improvements.




  Following this adjustment in his domestic arrangements, Arthur was ready to start his formal education. In the autumn of 1866 he was dispatched to a school in Salisbury Place, a couple of

  streets away. As he complained in his autobiography, conditions at Newington Academy were even more Spartan than at home and the headmaster, Patrick Wilson, was a Dickensian character, with

  pockmarked skin and one eye, who brandished a ‘tawse’ – a leather strap with vicious split ends.




  Since education in Edinburgh was a very competitive business, Wilson made a point of employing the pick of the city’s immigrant population, many of them political refugees from the 1848

  liberal revolutions on the Continent. The Europhile Mary Doyle would have welcomed this. But she would have been less happy if she had known more about her son’s French teacher, Eugene Marie

  Chantrelle, a footloose womaniser who later became one of Scotland’s most notorious murderers.




  Chantrelle was born in Nantes in 1834, the son of a ship-owner. He studied to become a doctor in Nantes, Strasbourg and Paris. But his radical political opinions took him abroad – to the

  United States, England and finally to Scotland, where he made a desultory living teaching French and dispensing medical advice. In February 1865 he was offering classes in conversational French,

  German and Italian at his rooms in Rankeillor Street. By October that year he was teaching at Wilson’s Newington Academy. There, in early 1867, when Arthur was a callow seven-year-old new boy

  undergoing ‘a thorough education in the elementary parts of the Classics’, Chantrelle seduced one of his female pupils, Elizabeth Dyer, a fifteen-year-old merchant’s daughter whom

  he met at a fashionable phrenology lecture. By the time the couple married in August 1868, Arthur had left Newington Academy and was about to start at Stonyhurst, a Roman Catholic boarding school,

  run by the Jesuit order.




  If the Doyles’ decision to move their child was in any way affected by Arthur’s teacher’s affair, they would have had confirmation within a decade that they had made the right

  choice. For in January 1878, Chantrelle was arrested for murdering his young wife. He was alleged to have killed her with a dose of raw opium, hoping to benefit from a

  £1,000 insurance policy he had recently taken out on her life. By then Arthur was a medical student at Edinburgh University and several of his teachers provided pharmacological and forensic

  evidence at Chantrelle’s trial. But, curiously, he never made any mention of this sensational case, which ended in the Frenchman’s execution. It was blotted from his memory, along with

  other details of his early life.




  In reality there were more mundane reasons for Arthur’s education being entrusted to the Jesuits. In January 1868 his grandfather John Doyle had died at the age of seventy at 54 Clifton

  Gardens in London’s Maida Vale. Shortly before his death, John had visited his son Charles and his family in Edinburgh. Now Charles somehow blamed himself for his father’s demise and

  went into a renewed depression. The situation at Sciennes Hill Place was not helped when in March Mary had another child, her sixth, Constance Amelia Monica, known as Connie.




  The combination of drunken husband and yet another mouth to feed concentrated Mary’s mind on her promising son. Fearing for Arthur’s future if he stayed at Sciennes Hill Place, she

  raised the matter with the Doyle brothers who, apart from Charles, were still all living together with their sister Annette in Clifton Gardens, and they assured her that the family would pay if the

  boy went to a boarding school. At some stage the name of Stonyhurst came up, almost certainly because Arthur’s uncle Henry had recently married an Irishwoman in her late forties called Jane

  Ball, whose father, Nicholas, a prominent Catholic judge and politician, had been educated there. He had died in 1865, and, since his other two daughters were nuns, the remaining one, Jane, had

  probably nursed him in his final years and retained a sentimental attachment to his old school.




  Within Arthur’s nuclear family, his wayward, though still devout, father would have approved of a Catholic education, and so would his uncles and aunts in London, while his mother, with

  her intellectual horizons expanded through her local friendships, was probably less enthusiastic. Her reluctance was overcome by another family member, Michael Conan, not known for his dogmatism,

  who told her that the Jesuits impressed him not so much for their religiosity as for their emphasis on education. He thought the sensitive Arthur would benefit from their regime and become

  ‘an accomplished artist’. However even he counselled against allowing the boy to stay in their care for any length of time. ‘They know well how to imbue an ingenuous mind with the

  overruling conviction of a vocation. Beware of that contingency.’




  So it was that, in September 1868, Arthur found himself taking a train to Preston in Lancashire, Roman Catholicism’s strongest outpost in England, where it had survived

  the Reformation in underground form in recusant houses and chapels. Arthur spent the night in the care of the Jesuit priest who ran St Wilfrid’s church there. The following day, with three

  fellow pupils, he made his way up the Ribble valley by trap to the proud Jesuit establishment of Stonyhurst College – or, more specifically, to its junior school, known as Hodder.
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  Arthur cried a lot on his journey from Edinburgh to Preston. His large grey eyes, normally so wary and alert, brimmed with tears, reflecting not

  just the anxiety of a cosseted child leaving home for the first time, but also the apprehension of an intelligent boy dimly recognising a long life of responsibilities opening up before him. For

  the subscript of his foray into England was that, with his wider family’s support, he would receive the education which would equip him to assume leadership of his branch of the Doyles and,

  in the absence of input from his father, keep his mother in the velvet he had promised.




  Standing like a mini-Versailles at the end of a long drive, Stonyhurst, with its tastefully cupola-ed Elizabethan gatehouse, commanded the foothills of the Pennines as much as Edinburgh Castle

  did the rocky outreaches of the Pentland range. But there the comparisons ended. Arthur’s new school was set in rolling countryside, in marked contrast to the cramped, grimy suburbs of his

  home town. The general ethos was different too. While Edinburgh was practical, mercantile and slightly introverted, Stonyhurst was dedicated to a life of the spirit which looked across the English

  Channel to the great monastic traditions of Europe and to the ultimate authority of the Pope.




  The school had been founded in 1593 in St Omer in northern France to provide instruction to English Catholics unable to practise their religion at home. It followed the Jesuit precepts of the

  Spaniard St Ignatius Loyola. After several moves, known as the migrations, its coming to England in the late eighteenth century was precipitated by the French Revolution.




  Within a short time Stonyhurst was flourishing as an English boarding school. But its routines owed less to Thomas Arnold than to medieval scholasticism. Pupils progressed through seven

  ‘playrooms’ or classes called Elements, Figures, Rudiments, Grammar, Syntax, Poetry and, finally, Rhetoric. Although their curriculum covered what Arthur

  dismissively called the ‘usual public school routine of Euclid, algebra and the classics’, it was based on an old-fashioned ‘Ratio Studiorum’ – a strict programme of

  tests, examinations and public displays of their skills. At meals, if they were not listening to a reading, they would participate in ‘concertatios’, or debates. At allotted times in

  the academic calendar, each ‘playroom’ put on entertainments (known as Academies) designed to show off its accomplishments.




  On his arrival on Tuesday 15 September 1868 Arthur bypassed the main building and made for Hodder, a mile away on a bend in the river Hodder known as Paradise. This had once been the site of a

  cotton mill which, after going bankrupt in 1802, was bought by Stonyhurst’s original benefactor, Thomas Weld, as a novitiate for the returning Jesuits. Gradually the education of boys took

  precedence over the training of ordinands.




  Diffident and small for his age, Arthur was fortunate in coming under the care of a kindly young priest, Father Francis Cassidy, who helped soften the pain of being away from home by telling him

  stories. Much later Arthur would recall how he used to soak up these tales ‘as a sponge absorbs water, until I was so saturated with them that I could still repeat them’.




  In keeping with the school’s ethos, his fellow pupils were markedly cosmospolitan. Another new arrival was Patrick Sherlock, one of a sizeable contingent from Ireland. This was a familiar

  surname: Arthur’s new Aunt Jane (Uncle Henry’s wife) had been born a Sherlock at Butlerstown Castle in County Waterford. It was natural that, as Catholics, these Irish boys should seek

  a school which catered for their religion, even if, with the rise of Fenianism, they were often suspected of introducing a streak of anarchism that was harshly stamped on by the authorities. This

  was compensated for by the steady stream of suave aristocrats with names like de Castro, Corboda and de Ciechanowiecki from countries of Catholic Europe. They came to Stonyhurst to improve their

  command of English language and culture, and were prevalent in another section of the school – St Mary’s Hall, where a small number of older students, known as ‘gentlemen

  philosophers’, followed a two-year-long quasi-university course.




  As was his nature, Arthur quickly adjusted to his new life and, by November, was participating in his first concertatio, which brought the welcome bonus of a slap-up dinner. But as Christmas

  approached, he had a rude shock when he learnt that he would not be going home. He and a handful of other boys were to remain at Hodder where their parents could send them festive boxes of turkey

  and plum pudding. He was told that this was because he lived too far away. But the real reason was that his father was still considered too unstable.




  Arthur had to draw what comfort he could from his faith. In the new year he made his first Confession before a priest who was a friend of his uncle Dicky. When confronted with a second confessor

  who knew his grandfather, he might have been forgiven for thinking that his Doyle relations were monitoring his spiritual progress. The burden of this expectation explains why when he took his

  first Communion in May he described it in such extravagantly emotional terms: ‘Oh mama, I cannot express the joy that I felt on the happy day to receive my creator into my breast. I shall

  never though I live a hundred years, I shall never forget that day.’




  His other great solace was reading. So he was delighted when, in the autumn of his second year, he found fifty new books on the shelves of the small Hodder library. If, as he implied, these were

  really up-to-date they might have included Over the Rocky Mountains and The Fatal Cord: A Tale of Backwoods Retribution, the latest adventure stories by his favourite novelists, R.M.

  Ballantyne and Captain Mayne Reid, who were both making fictional capital from time spent in remote areas of North America.




  As Arthur had begun to understand, such tales gave him an escape from events around him. He later enthused about the vividness of his experiences on such occasions: ‘Your very heart and

  soul are out on the prairies and the oceans with your hero. It is you who act and suffer and enjoy. You carry the long small-bore Kentucky rifle with which such egregious things are done, and you

  lie out upon the topsail yard, and get jerked by the flap of the sail into the Pacific, where you cling on to the leg of an albatross, and so keep afloat until the comic boatswain turns up with his

  crew of volunteers to handspike you into safety. What a magic it is, this stirring of the boyish heart and mind! Long ere I came to my teens I had traversed every sea and knew the Rockies like my

  own back garden … It was all more real than the reality.’
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  After two years under Father Cassidy’s benevolent regime at Hodder, Arthur was ready in the autumn of 1870 to move to the upper school. Although he retained his old

  number, 31, the system was otherwise very different – much tougher and more orthodox. In terms of the Kulturkampf of the day, Stonyhurst was conservative and ultra-montane. This meant

  that its Rector or Head, Father Edward Ignatius Purbrick, followed a firm Papal line in seeking to stem the tide of materialism in post-Darwinian Britain. On a day-to-day basis

  the Prefect of (Lower) Studies, Father George Kingdon, presided over an academic programme that was essentially anti-secular. Both these priests brought the fervour of converts to their jobs. Known

  as ‘the Padre’, Father Kingdon had rejected orthodox medicine after studying at St Bartholomew’s Hospital where he won the Wix Prize for his anti-materialist essay, ‘On the

  Connexion between Revealed Religion and Medical Science’. As a schoolmaster he was a meticulous Latin scholar, with several published textbooks to his name. As a Christian he was indisposed

  to any manifestation of the Enlightenment, to the point where he encouraged boys to devote their studies to the Virgin Mary and write verses in her honour during her month of May.




  Father Thomas Kay, the First Prefect responsible for discipline, reinforced these reactionary influences. His frequent recourse to the tolley, a thick slab of rubber which was the Stonyhurst

  version of Newington Academy’s tawse, brought out the worst side of Arthur, who later recalled, ‘I had a nature which responded eagerly to affectionate kindness (which I never received)

  but which rebelled against threats and took a perverted pride in showing that it would not be cowed by violence. An appeal to my better nature and not to my fears would have found an answer at

  once.’ Arthur usually took his medicine uncomplainingly, so this was a notable cri de coeur. In the context, Arthur’s emphasis on his fears suggests that, by way of punishment,

  he was also threatened with all sorts of religious torments which undermined his youthful confidence. He may even have begun to wonder about the causes of his father’s pitiable state –

  an issue which was to trouble him later in life.




  What Arthur needed was someone to stand up for him, but his playroom master, the member of staff responsible for his entire upper school career, was not that person. Father Cyprian Splaine was

  amiable, with enough of an aesthetic sensibility to be sent a copy of ‘The Wreck of the Deutschland’ by its author Gerard Manley Hopkins. But he was frail in body, pedantic in

  manner, and lacked the character either to protect Arthur from bullying or to spur him to any great intellectual heights.




  Despite the general fundamentalism, Arthur picked up enough of a sense of scientific method to enable him later to study medicine. Science was certainly not ignored at Stonyhurst. The school had

  recently invested in a chemistry laboratory and although this was Arthur’s least successful subject, he enjoyed it sufficiently to threaten his sisters with experiments during the

  holidays.




  More to his liking would have been the school’s new observatory, run by Father Stephen Perry, Francis Thompson’s ‘starry amorist’, originally a mathematician who made his name with studies in terrestrial magnetism. Although strictly Catholic, he was well versed in modern science, using photography to assist his research into

  solar physics, developing Stonyhurst as a licensed meteorological station, and participating in several scientific expeditions which looked into eclipses and other astronomical phenomena in the far

  reaches of the globe.




  Arthur left no record of involvement with Father Perry. But his later fascination with the heavens (a feature of stories such as The Hound of the Baskervilles) must have started

  somewhere. It is hard to imagine his failing to note either Father Perry’s election as a Fellow of the Royal Society in June 1874, one of the few Catholic priests so honoured, or his journey

  later in the year to Kerguelen or Desolation Island to observe the Transit of Venus.




  Arthur would also have heard of the exploits of the pioneer naturalist Charles Waterton, an old boy of the school who, despite his death in 1865, remained strong in its collective memory.

  Anticipating Arthur’s fictional Professor Challenger, Waterton had mounted several scientific expeditions in the Americas in the early years of the century, variously searching for El Dorado,

  seeking out plants with medicinal uses, and amassing a collection of exotic animals and birds.




  Back home, during his school holidays, Arthur came across a different scientific influence. He befriended another unusual character, a self-styled ‘medical galvanist’ called Dr

  William Harthill, who lived in Rutland Square, near Haymarket station. When the doctor died in early 1872, Arthur felt the loss keenly, describing to his mother his love for the old man.




  Harthill advocated one of the many pseudo-scientific therapies that flourished at the time, as doctors tried to adapt advances in science to physical and mental healing. In an age of

  hydrotherapy, mesmerism and phrenology, he practised medical galvanism, which sought to turn the powers of electricity to medical use. Claiming to have been trained in London by William Halse, a

  pioneer in the field, he ran a series of advertisements which advocated galvanism as a cure for complaints ranging from asthma to rheumatic gout. With the use of an electrical contraption known as

  Halse’s apparatus, he assured clients, ‘the great curative power of Galvanism consists in its supplying fresh Nervous Energy to all the Nerves and Muscles of the body’. Perhaps at

  some stage he was called on to help the unfortunate Charles. His unorthodox views clearly appealed to Arthur who, though still firm in his Catholic faith, was beginning to understand that there

  were other ways of looking at the world.
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  Once in the upper school, Arthur had the run of the great building which had been ambitiously extended over the previous two decades. He made his way down corridors hung with

  paintings by Old Masters, took lessons under gaslight in the long draughty ‘study place’, visited the library with its first folio of Shakespeare, and worshipped in a chapel surrounded

  by treasures such as King Henry’s VII’s cope and a reliquary of Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine. In the museum his fantasies of the Wild West would have come to life as he pored over a

  prized collection of Native American costumes and artefacts.




  At mealtimes he repaired to the great marble-floored refectory, with its minstrels’ gallery for readings. Not that the fare was anything but a poor reflection of the elaborate

  surroundings. For breakfast pupils normally made do with a basin of milk and two portions of dried bread. At lunch they were given meat and, twice a week, a pudding. In the afternoons they had more

  bread and a strange, brownish liquid they called ‘beer’. For supper the regular hot milk and bread was supplemented by potatoes and, as a luxury, a sliver of butter.




  For the time being, Arthur’s scholarly progress was equally uninspiring. He went dutifully through his paces, but his reports show that, despite a reasonable academic record, he was a

  problem child: ‘slovenly – caricature’ read the damning indictment at the end of his first term in Rudiments in the autumn of 1870. The following year in Grammar was worse:

  ‘uncouth – noisy – scatterbrain’ after the first term; slightly better in the second – ‘sulky temper, improved in marks all round – more careful’;

  then back to ‘slovenly – snappish in the third. Repeated black marks referred to his temper, his messiness and, surprisingly, his laziness. There could not have been clearer evidence of

  a boy out of sorts and lacking in motivation.




  Preying on Arthur’s mind was the situation at home in Edinburgh. It was a decade since Charles Doyle had had his first alcoholic breakdown, but there is no evidence that his condition had

  improved much. For the time being he held down his Civil Service job. But when he tried to make extra income from illustrations and paintings, even the Stonyhurst priests thought these were fair

  game. On one occasion they saw ‘Sir Kenilworth on St Michael’s Mount’, a Walter Scott-inspired fantasy which Charles had drawn in his son’s exercise book, and were so

  delighted with it that they decided to keep it.




  Although not yet in his teens, Arthur had to perform the delicate balancing act of encouraging his childlike father, while giving the impression that he himself was happy at

  Stonyhurst. This was touching and understandable when, for example, he was making pleasing noises about Charles’s beloved cats, but ridiculous when he was claiming to have enjoyed Christmas

  away from his family. So Arthur tended to steer clear of discussing domestic issues, though occasionally a flicker of his concern for his mother shone through the opaqueness of his letters home, as

  when he told her he was glad Mrs Burton, his friend Willie’s mother, had returned to Edinburgh and might give her a respite by having her to stay for a couple of days. The psychological

  consequence was that, though naturally direct and honest, Arthur found himself, from the best of motives, adopting a habit of glossing over his feelings.




  His true, depressed state of mind was better reflected in his first recorded poem, ‘The Student’s Dream’, written in October 1870 when he was eleven.




  

    

  

    

  

    

      

        The student he lay on his narrow bed




        He dreamt not of the morrow




        Confused thoughts they filled his head




       

	   	

	    And he dreamt of his home with sorrow



	   


       

	   	

        ...



	   


       

	   	

        He thought of the birche’s stinging stroke



	   







        And he thought with fear on the morrow




        He wriggled and tumbled and nearly awoke




        And again he sighed with sorrow.


      


    


  


    


  


    


  




  The following month he spent a short time in the infirmary, after collapsing and vomiting in chapel. His convalescence was eased by the kindness of the matron, Ann Standish, who brought him a

  copy of Walter Scott’s historical romance Ivanhoe. Despite an epidemic of mumps, Arthur reported home that he was beginning to enjoy Stonyhurst rather more than he had imagined.




  The Franco-Prussian War had started a few months earlier and, by December 1870, Arthur was rooting for France, which was facing defeat. He had a personal interest since, in the autumn, his

  sister Annette had followed their mother and gone to complete her education with an order of nuns at the Institution St Clotilde in Les Andelys, the painter Poussin’s birthplace on the river

  Seine, twenty-five miles south-east of Rouen. Although her great-uncle and aunt Michael and Susan Conan, whom she visited en route, had decamped to Dieppe to avoid the war, her parents either felt

  they had good reason to get her out of the house or they imagined she would be in no danger to the west of Paris. They were taken aback when Les Andelys was overrun by the

  Prussian army and Annette found herself the only ‘English (as she described it) girl still at the Institution. But this was nothing to Annette’s surprise when she learnt that her

  parents had sent extracts from her letters home to The Scotsman, where they were published pseudonymously Her reports gave a graphic picture of incipient anarchy with the Prussians strutting

  around, blowing up bridges, and requisitioning horses and men. At one stage Annette heard one of the invaders say, ‘We know twenty roads to get into France, but we do not know one to return

  to our own country.’ Arthur was to recreate this locality and its ambience, rather generally in his Brigadier Gerard stories about the Napoleonic wars, and more specifically in his

  story ‘The Lord of Chateau Noir’.




  Life at Stonyhurst began to improve as he made friends, such as Arthur Ball, who he was delighted to discover came from Edinburgh and knew Willie Burton. Perhaps because he was one of the

  youngest in his own playroom, his closest companion was a boy in the year below him, James Ryan, the brisk and imaginative son of a Scots coffee planter in Ceylon. And there were other names, such

  as the Moriarty brothers from Ireland, one of whom, James, was a brilliant mathematician.




  Familiarity was hardly encouraged, however. As Arthur later wrote, the Jesuits put so little trust in human nature that boys ‘were never allowed for an instant to be alone with each other

  … In our games and our walks the priests always took a part, and a master perambulated the dormitories at night.’ He may have been correct that ‘the immorality which is rife in

  public schools was at a minimum in consequence’. But his subsequent relationships suffered from his lack of close friendships. The spectre of a moral censor always hovered over him.




  In such circumstances physical exercise, particularly team sport, becomes an accepted way of channelling youthful energy. Arthur developed a passion for the very English summer game of cricket

  which he regarded in medieval terms, as a tournament where an individual could shine in a world of rules, rituals and spectacle. Initially there was an advantage in being small: fast bowlers

  considered it bad form to bowl quickly at someone half their size. But although he made decent scores in lower school matches, the reality was that he was not particularly good. His batting was

  slow and his bowling at this stage lacked penetration. In 1873 he suffered the ignominy of being voted down to the third XXII. The following year he was officially part of the second XXII, though

  he played for the second XI against the first XI, a match in which he opened and carried his bat, making a painstaking 7 runs out of a total of 40. At the age of sixteen in

  1875, when he desperately hoped to make the first XI, he was still only good enough for the next XI.




  Drawn to the outdoors like his father, he made the most of Stonyhurst’s position in a cradle of verdant valleys, where the streams from the Pennines gathered and flowed into the river

  Ribble. Like Charles, he enjoyed fishing for trout and salmon, sometimes taking a sketchbook to record his outings. In winter, when the wind whistled down from the mountain tops, the great Dutch

  ponds in front of the school froze and the boys were allowed to skate – a pastime which Arthur enjoyed, reporting on his progress to his father, who was also an enthusiast.




  For his inner resources, he still took comfort from religion, or at least this is what he told his mother, with an astute awareness that his progress continued to be closely watched by his wider

  family. As he made his way through the school, he liked to keep her informed about such uplifting occasions as his participation in a silent retreat.




  He was preparing for his Confirmation in the summer of 1872, but this was postponed in strange circumstances after Bishop William Turner of Salford, who was due to perform the sacrament, died

  suddenly en route to Stonyhurst. (Arthur was told, somewhat implausibly, that the cause was sunstroke.) A replacement was found in Bishop Richard Roskell of Nottingham who had a relation at the

  school, and the following week, on Sunday 21 July, Arthur was duly confirmed, using the name Charles which, as required, he rendered into Latin. Normally this would have been a simple mark of

  filial respect, but now Arthur had the added responsibility of wishing to boost his father’s confidence, and thus his delight, tinged with relief, that the old man had expressed approval at

  his choice.




  His spiritual progress continued when, four months later, he was admitted into the sodality, or religious fraternity, of the Blessed Virgin Mary. This statement of commitment enjoyed special

  significance at Stonyhurst, which had its own Sodality Chapel, containing the relic of the martyr St Gordianus, donated by the English College in Rome in recognition of Lancashire’s role in

  preserving the faith in England.




  Despite his own youthful religious enthusiasm, Arthur was receiving contradictory messages from his family. While his mother was falling back on her faith at a time of difficult family

  circumstances (there is evidence she was involved with a Catholic order in Dundee), his godfather and great-uncle Michael Conan had grown more anti-clerical in Second Empire

  France. He was now wary of the Jesuits, despite still holding their system of education in high regard.




  In this often charged situation, names had an added significance. On joining the sodality, Arthur had signed himself: ‘Arthurus Doyle, servus perpetuus BVM’ – an indication of

  his ambivalence about being called ‘Conan’. Michael Conan, however, clearly regarded this name not only as an affirmation of his family roots, but also as something of a secular charm,

  for he once asked Mary Doyle, ‘When you write next to Master Arthur Conan (not Ignatius) Doyle, tell him to write to me …’ In reply Arthur sent his godfather a playbill on which

  he cheekily changed his name from A. Doyle (as he was usually known in the school) to A.C. Doyle. He knew this would please his relation, who clearly expected it (and perhaps even had stipulated it

  as a condition of financial support for his nephew’s education).




  Trying to keep everyone happy was not easy. So Arthur must have been relieved to be able to fall back on another source of narrative and mystery which rivalled religion, and that was fiction.

  Once, after returning to school without finishing James Fenimore Cooper’s sea novel The Water Witch, he wrote to his mother, desperately requesting details of the ending. Spurred by

  reading Ivanhoe, his taste was moving from adventure stories to historical novels, his favourite being The Cloister and the Hearth, Charles Reade’s romance about the love affair

  between Erasmus’ parents in Holland in the later Middle Ages. He was impressed by Reade’s command of detail, which would inspire his own efforts. Indeed he would later fancifully claim

  that The Cloister and the Hearth transcended its historical genre and was the greatest English novel. By then he would be more familiar with Reade, a friend of Uncle Dicky, and would know

  how he had combined writing with social campaigning. Perhaps he recalled that Reade had once owned a violin business and, like Sherlock Holmes in A Study in Scarlet, could ‘prattle

  away about Cremona fiddles’.




  As Arthur grew older, he developed from mere reader into narrator as well. ‘On a wet half-holiday I have been elevated on to a desk, and with an audience of little boys all squatting on

  the floor, with their chins upon their hands, I have talked myself husky over the misfortunes of my heroes.’ He held his youthful audience in such thrall that he discovered he could make

  demands, such as payment in the form of cakes and tarts. And there was a psychological payback which he found strangely satisfying. ‘When I had got as far as “With his left hand in her

  glossy locks, he was waving the blood-stained knife above her head, when –” or “Slowly, slowly, the door turned upon its hinges, and with eyes which were dilated with horror, the wicked Marquis saw –” I knew that I had my audience in my power.’




  During his final term in Syntax in July 1873 he tried his hand at another form of storytelling. With fellow form members he started a magazine called ‘Wasp’, which attracted

  unwelcome attention from the First Prefect because of its outspoken comments about other members of the school. No copy is known to exist, though a cartoon contributed by Arthur has survived,

  describing a man arrested after a fight. As the strip of spindly ink sketches shows, he contemplates an escape from an upper window. But having piled chair upon table, he gets stuck trying to crawl

  through this would-be exit. Arthur’s final picture shows the offender hanging precariously, both inside and outside his jail. As evidence of his new-found authorial control, Arthur was

  inviting his colleagues to make up their preferred ending.




  Writing and being seen to write, was important, for the following term he tried again, as publisher of the ‘Stonyhurst Figaro’, another short-lived magazine which was never published

  beyond his own foolscap notebook. Now he was fourteen his love of books had taken a new turn and he was devouring French novels, hoping to improve his command of the language so he could read his

  mother’s favourite Revue des deux Mondes to her during the holidays. He was particularly keen on the works of Jules Verne, who kept him amused with Vingt milles lieues sous les

  mers, something Arthur transcribed as ‘A la lune et de retour [probably From the Earth to the Moon]’ and ‘Trois Russes et trois Anglais’ – the story of a

  peaceful bilateral scientific expedition in South Africa which – shades of The Lost World – turns into a struggle for survival when the two participating countries go to war.




  He was also beginning to enjoy the theatre, a world of illusion introduced to him by his father and now, at Stonyhurst, bound up with arcane tradition. For some reason, the youthful actors were

  not allowed to reveal the name of the main school play and had to carry around their scripts in pockets specially sewn into their suits. Arthur did not allow his embarrassment at being poor at

  elocution to stop him playing a farrier in a drama one holiday. When Macbeth was produced, his favourite scenes involved the witches and the ghost of Banquo. His taste for spine-tingling

  effect was beginning to develop.
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  Arthur’s world changed for the better on 31 March 1873 when, after nearly fourteen years as the only son in the increasingly matriarchal Doyle family,

  he was joined by a younger brother. John Francis Innes Hay Doyle was to be known by several names during his childhood – Francis, Frank, Geoffy, Duff and finally Innes, a tribute to his

  godmother Katherine Hill Burton, the daughter of Cosmo Innes, Professor of History and Constitutional Law at Edinburgh University. Katherine had taken over from her unmarried sister-in-law Mary

  Burton as the Doyles’ most constant support. As the mother of Willie Burton, she dutifully kept in touch with Arthur at Stonyhurst, sending him gifts such as stamps. She was also an officer

  of the Edinburgh Ladies’ Educational Association, a pressure group for women’s higher education, which was launched in January 1868 with a course of lectures on English literature given

  by the supportive Professor David Masson from the university. At the time the system was heavily weighted against women who could, if they attained the right qualifications, follow university

  courses, but not take degrees. Movement towards change had recently gained momentum following Sophia Jex-Blake’s spirited but so far thwarted campaign to be allowed to study medicine at

  Edinburgh. In 1872 the university relented so far as to give a ‘certificate in Arts’ to any woman who attended the Association’s classes and passed in three subjects. The

  following year Annette Doyle, an alumna of Newington Academy, was awarded a bursary of £30 by the Association to study English literature, mathematics and chemistry in this manner. (She was

  known there as Annette Conan Doyle. Since she had not been baptised thus, it suggests that the childless Michael Conan had again sought recognition for his family name, possibly by making another

  financial contribution to the Doyle children’s education.)




  Arthur was able to celebrate three events – his brother’s arrival, his sister’s educational progress and, possibly, a respite in his father’s alcoholism. Within a short

  time he was responding much better at school. The following month, he reported home that the Rector was delighted with his progress, particularly in triumphing over his former surliness. His school

  work took on a new confidence, indicated by his habit, when writing an essay and stumped for a quotation, of making up a few lines of doggerel, which he would airily attribute to ‘the

  poet’.




  Like the rest of the nation, Arthur was diverted during the summer by the celebrated trial of the Tichborne claimant. Roger Tichborne had been the son of a baronet who, after schooling at

  Stonyhurst, had travelled the world and gone missing somewhere, presumed dead. After his father’s passing, however, his mother went to great lengths and expense to discover if her son was

  still alive. Seeing an opportunity to make a fortune, an unemployed butcher from Australia claimed to be Roger. He was always a very unlikely figure, but Lady Tichborne had put

  so much energy into her quest that she was prepared to be convinced. The claimant, whose real name appears to have been Arthur Orton, first had to stake his claim in a court of law, where he

  failed. He was then charged with perjury in what, for over a century, was the longest trial in British legal history, running from April 1873 to February 1874.




  These various legal proceedings were regarded with some hilarity at Stonyhurst. In his efforts to prove his claim, the would-be heir had to answer questions about different periods of his life,

  including his schooldays. But his knowledge of Stonyhurst was risible. He could not remember the meaning of the acronym AMDG, which is worked into the brickwork in every room, or LDS, which is

  printed on much of the paperwork at the College. (The former stands for Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam – To the Greater Glory of God – and the latter for Laus Deo Semper – Praise to the

  Lord Always. The claimant said in court, to general laughter, that he thought it meant ‘the laws of God for ever or permanently’.) He had forgotten all details of the school routine,

  such as the hour of dinner. He said he had learnt Latin, but could not remember it, so he was not sure if Virgil was Latin or Greek. As for the school’s more arcane lore, such as the location

  of the Asses’ Bridge or what ‘Bandy’ was, he was completely stumped.




  Arthur asked his parents to look out for accounts of the trial, which several members of the Stonyhurst staff had attended as potential witnesses. Among them was Ann Standish, the matron, who

  had been so kind to him that his mother took to sending her presents. Although she had been petrified before going, Arthur could not hide his indignation that the authorities were not only footing

  the bill for her travel and hotels but also giving her an allowance of ten shillings a day – as he put it, to do nothing. As he read the reports he may even have noted that Orton’s

  solicitor was called John Holmes.




  By the autumn, when he entered the ‘upper line’ for his last two years at the school, Arthur was at last beginning to show something of the application that was to characterise his

  later life. In October he was taken aback, however, when the school’s Third Prefect, Chrea, went berserk. Relating the extraordinary story to his mother, Arthur explained how this master had

  always seemed ill-disposed towards him – to the extent that his fellow pupils teasingly dubbed him Mr Chrea’s friend. During Vespers Chrea was sitting not far from Arthur when he pulled

  out his handkerchief and started waving it above his head. Immediately the Laudate Dominum began, he was hustled out by two masters. In his mania, Chrea called out

  Arthur’s name a number of times. It was said that the reason for his extraordinary behaviour was that he had been in love with a woman who had ditched him for someone called Doyle. This had

  led Chrea to become a Jesuit and, ever since, the name Doyle had been a trigger for his fits. Oddly, the school retains no record of anyone called Chrea or any similar name. The Third Prefect in

  1873 was Thomas Knowles, though it may be significant that he was only at the school for that one year. At least Arthur was honing his skills at telling a dark, mysterious tale.




  Coming into his final year in the autumn of 1874 he had a new playroom master, Father Reginald Colley, who had taken over when Father Splaine decided to quit the uncertainties of the classroom

  and return to his studies. Befitting a distant kinsman of the Duke of Wellington, Colley was more forceful than his predecessor. In September 1874, for example, he suggested that Arthur obtain a

  copy of The Civil Service Examination History of England to help him with his forthcoming London University matriculation exams. This was found for him by Uncle Dicky in London.




  Arthur was looking at history with heightened interest as a result of another gift – a copy of Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome which his great-uncle Michael had recently sent.

  He had yet to encounter Macaulay’s vivid prose, but this small book conveyed the drama of history, showing that feats of heroism and patriotism could be captured in verse. It bore fruit, for

  Arthur took to writing ponderous historical verse, such as ‘The Passage of the Red Sea’, which opened:




  

    

  

    

  

    

      

        Like to white daisies in a blooming wood,




        So round the sea the tents of Israel stood;




        To east and west, as far as eye could reach,




        The thronging crowds are seen along the beach.


      


    


  


    


  


    


  




  Perhaps Michael Conan was again hoping to perpetuate his family name, for Mary Doyle was pregnant once more. It was clear that another baby would lead to serious overcrowding in the

  Doyles’ house in Sciennes Hill Place which, following Annette’s return from France, had to accommodate baby Innes, three girls (two of whom were under ten) and the occasional holidaying

  refugee from Stonyhurst. So Mary and (presumably) Charles girded themselves for another short trek, half a mile west, to a more substantial modern flat at 2 Argyle Park Terrace, which had fine

  panoramic views of the city though Arthur worried that its larger rooms would be perishingly cold in winter.




  Because of related disruptions, it was decided that, during the Christmas holiday, Arthur should take the opportunity to visit his Doyle relations in London, where there had

  also been significant changes since the death of old John Doyle. In 1869 Uncle Henry and his new wife Jane had moved to Dublin after his appointment as Director of the National Gallery of Ireland.

  Then, only recently, another, more unexpected, marriage had taken place. Uncle James had appeared committed to a life of crusty bachelorhood, poring over ancient texts. But in February 1874 he

  surprised everyone by marrying Jane Henrietta Hawkins, a well connected judge’s daughter from Monmouthshire. This was the cue for Uncle Dicky to join the exodus from the family home in

  Clifton Gardens and establish himself at 7 Finborough Road in Earls Court, where he lived with Aunt Annette, who managed to double as his housekeeper and a non-resident nun.




  This trip to London was important for Arthur. Not only had he never been to the capital, but he would also meet some members of his family for the first time and, perhaps most significantly, he

  would expect his own future career to be discussed. At the last minute the whole journey was threatened because northern England had frozen under a blanket of snow and ice which made travel

  temporarily impossible. In such conditions, Stonyhurst became particularly bleak. With the thermometer dropping to fourteen degrees below freezing point, Arthur’s hands were shaking as he

  wrote home plaintively about the draughty cracks in the wall and the lack of hot pipes or fires. But the thaw soon came and Arthur was able to travel by train to Euston, where he had briefed his

  Aunt Annette on how to recognise him. ‘I believe I am 5 foot 9 high, pretty stout, clad in dark garments, and above all, with a flaring red muffler round my neck.’ Together they took

  the underground to Earls Court and then a cab to Finborough Road where, after Uncle Dicky returned for tea, Arthur retired to bed exhausted at half past nine.




  It was the start of a hectic three weeks. Twice he went to the theatre with Uncle James who borrowed a box from Tom Taylor, the new editor of Punch who had been caricatured as the hapless

  Brown in Uncle Dicky’s hilarious ‘The Foreign Tour of Brown, Jones and Robinson’. As a popular playwright as well, Taylor’s greatest success was Our American Cousin,

  the drama President Abraham Lincoln was attending on the night of his assassination in Washington in April 1865. Arthur was not particularly complimentary about a fêted production of

  Hamlet at the Lyceum Theatre, but he appreciated the young lead actor, Henry Irving.




  He also enjoyed playing the tourist, visiting Westminster Abbey, the Zoo and Crystal Palace, as well as Hengler’s Circus. The two places which most impressed him, however, appealed to the

  more ghoulish side of his imagination. In the Tower of London he noted approvingly the thumbscrews, racks and instruments of torture, while in Madame Tussaud’s he was

  attracted by the grim relics of the French Revolution displayed in the Chamber of Horrors (a term coined by Punch). The waxworks were then situated above the Bazaar in Baker Street, which he

  would later make famous. While he was there, he took the opportunity to sketch Marat being killed in his bath and he later expressed himself delighted with ‘the images of the

  murderers’.




  Three months later Mary Doyle gave birth to another daughter, Jane Adelaide Rose, known as Ida, who was born at 2 Argyle Park Terrace on 16 March 1875. Arthur could do little more than ask

  lovingly after his new sister, before gearing up for the examinations which would determine his future. The tension was getting to him: before his mock exams he was plagued by a lengthy bout of

  neuralgia, which he thought came from a draught in the schoolroom. In advance of the real exams on 28 June he surprisingly asked his mother to say a Mass for him, while he himself sought a blessing

  at school. At the time his report predicted: ‘M just possible’, M being his matriculation at the University of London.




  He did not have to wait long for the results. The following month a throng of boys congregated in the refectory with their friends and hangers-on. The arrival of the Rector, clutching a sheaf of

  papers, was greeted with wild cheering and waving of handkerchiefs. He announced that thirteen of the fourteen candidates had passed, among them a thankful Arthur, who reported back to his mother,

  proudly signing himself ‘Arthur C Doyle U.G.’ (for undergraduate).




  He had spent a Biblical seven years at Stonyhurst: having entered as a waif-like nine-year-old with a difficult home life, he had struggled to discover his individuality under the weight of a

  dogmatic Catholicism. He had escaped first into a dead end of unruly behaviour and then, as he began to readjust, into a more pleasing world of the imagination. As a result he was leaving school as

  a robust and intellectually curious teenager with a liking for books and a measure of emotional self-control, but otherwise uncertain prospects. He wrote home unconvincingly that he was sorry to be

  moving on but, after seven years, the regular procedure was becoming monotonous.
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  Even at this stage, little concerted thought had been given to Arthur’s future. The unspoken factor was money: how to finance the next stage of his education? One idea was

  that he might be able to continue on the Stonyhurst campus as a ‘gentleman philosopher’. But Father Purbrick had made clear that he was too young for this course and

  his maths was not up to it. Still seeing a future for the sixteen-year-old boy within the Jesuit community the Rector suggested that Arthur might instead benefit from a few months at Stella

  Matutina, a secondary school run by the order at Feldkirch in the Austrian Alps.




  Arthur agreed happily enough, not least because he was keen to improve his command of German. In September 1875 he made his way southwards via Liverpool, where he stayed with a family called the

  Rockcliffes whose son was also going to Feldkirch, and Paris, where only the pressing need to catch an onward train prevented him from meeting his great-uncle Michael for the first time.




  Once Arthur had got over the shock of the Austrian cold, which was worse than anything he had experienced in Scotland or Lancashire (he had to use his toothbrush to knock a hole in the ice which

  covered his washing-water in the morning), he settled down to enjoy a leisurely few months. He liked the Alps and the opportunity for walking, the food was reasonable, and he was able to drink

  decent beer. One drawback was the lack of facilities for cricket. (His account of a three-day game between the college and the town, which appeared in yet another of his self-published magazines,

  was surely a fantasy, with its report of his own high-scoring innings.) But soccer provided an energetic alternative, even in its occasional local variation on stilts. He joined the school band,

  where he learnt to play a tuba-like instrument, the bombardon, which made a noise like ‘a hippopotamus doing a step-dance’. And he gained a taste for German history and culture. In

  particular he enthused about a biography of Frederick the Great written by Onno Klopp, a recent convert to Catholicism.




  In the spring of 1876 a new name, Dr Bryan Waller, began appearing in letters from home. Waller was an ambitious twenty-two-year-old doctor from a landed family in Yorkshire who was completing

  the final year of his medical degree. In March he was on hand to treat Arthur’s sister Lottie for measles. But he had emerged a few weeks earlier, when the Doyles decided to let part of their

  large flat to a lodger. Waller had won over the sometimes unduly impressionable Mary Doyle with the quality of his literary small talk. He was descended from a long line of bookish figures,

  including the seventeenth-century Royalist poet Edmund Waller, while his uncle Bryan Waller Procter, better known by his pseudonym Barry Cornwall, was a distinguished Victorian salonist and friend

  of Dickens. He himself had just published a book of mournfully romantic poems, The Twilight Land, which he had dedicated to his uncle. Otherwise little was known about

  him except that he was a Freemason, a junior warden of the Celtic Lodge of Edinburgh and Leith, No. 291.




  Waller was soon urging Arthur to follow in his own footsteps as a medical student at Edinburgh. He advised about possible bursaries and sent his own textbooks to Austria to help improve

  Arthur’s understanding of his poorest academic subjects, chemistry and geometry. Waller’s motives became questionable when in April Arthur heard that his father was again

  ‘unwell’ and was retiring from his Civil Service post with the modest pension of £150 a year. As he prepared to return home in June, he learnt that his beloved ‘Mam’

  would not be in Edinburgh to greet him but would be staying at Masongill, Waller’s grand family house on the edge of the Pennines in the Yorkshire village of Thornton in Lonsdale, less than

  thirty miles from Stonyhurst. Arthur was too innocent to suspect anything untoward: he even urged his mother not to change her plans on his account. But it is clear that within a few short months

  an outsider had charmed his way into Mary Doyle’s feelings and was beginning to usurp her husband’s role.




  As Arthur completed his final weeks at Feldkirch, preparing himself for a new round of interviews and examinations to enter medical school, he suffered the ignominy of running out of money

  because his father had been unable to send him any. It is not clear who provided the cash, but it was probably Bryan Waller, who further curried favour by offering the boy his flute.




  Having found an inexpensive route home, via Lake Constance, Basel, Strasbourg and Paris, Arthur was at last able to call on his great-uncle Michael. By the time he reached the French capital, he

  had only two coins in his pocket and had to walk from the Gare de l’Est to the Conans’ apartment at 65 Avenue de Wagram, off the Champs Elysées. Towards his journey’s end,

  he felt so tired and thirsty that he decided to splash out on a drink of what he thought was porter but turned out to be liquorice and water. Although duly revived, he was reminded, if he did not

  already know, that things are not always what they seem.




  It was much the same with his uncle. For public consumption Arthur portrayed Michael Conan as ‘a dear old volcanic Irishman who spent the summer day in his shirt sleeves, with a little

  dicky-bird of a wife waiting on him’. But this was hardly the whole story. Why did Arthur make so little reference to what must have been an eye-opening month in the capital of the country

  that meant so much to his mother? Surely he visited the Emperor Napoleon’s tomb at Les Invalides? A clue lies in his later story ‘The Leather Funnel’, where

  the occultist Lionel Dacre lived in the Avenue de Wagram, in ‘that small [house], with the iron railings and grass plot in front of it, on the left-hand side as you pass down from the Arc de

  Triomphe’. It seems that, as the fictional Dacre was a scholarly virtuoso to his English friends, but something darker to his French ones, so the real-life Michael Conan was a more

  complicated personality who, having once advocated the benefits of a Jesuit education, now encouraged his nephew’s interest in a more shadowy world of mystery and imagination. By the time

  Arthur returned to Edinburgh, his reveries were lost in the richly wrought stories of Edgar Allan Poe, while his active mind was ‘conscious that real life’, or his version of it,

  ‘was about to begin’.
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  A strange Poe-like pallor hung over Argyle Park Terrace in the late summer months of 1876. Arthur told his mother that it was a turnaround in their

  usual situations to find her in Yorkshire and he at home. Superficially, while Mary Doyle communed with her lodger, the rest of the family ‘jogg[ed] along very comfortably’ in

  Edinburgh. Arthur beavered away preparing for exams for a university bursary. Having heard that these were biased in favour of former pupils of the city’s High School, he hired a tutor, Mr

  Walker, at two guineas a month. At least, after letting the room to Dr Waller, money was no longer such a problem. The household even boasted a nurse called Baa who looked after the younger

  children, Innes and Ida. Often, at night, Arthur would amuse her and ten-year-old Lottie by reading the swashbuckling nautical adventure Mr Midshipman Easy. At other times he adopted a more

  sombre mood and would startle them with ghost stories by Poe, his new favourite.




  Their terror was all the more vivid because of the family ghoul at home. Tall, ungainly and heavily bearded, the newly pensioned Charles padded about the flat, with little to occupy him. His

  main social activities were the pub and gatherings of a literary-minded coterie, the Monks of St Giles, whose members caroused, told whimsical stories and participated occasionally in undemanding

  sports such as fishing, golfing and curling. (One of his most successful watercolours, showing a curling match on Duddingston Loch, dates from this year.) He was particularly friendly with one

  ‘Monk’, an Edinburgh GP called Dr James Sidey whose books of reminiscences he illustrated.




  In an effort to suggest normality, Arthur told his mother that his father seemed contented enough, but when he had received a letter from her, Charles had become uneasy on reaching the bit where

  she asked about some money from the Graphic. Mary must have been enquiring about a payment that her husband should have received. But these funds, required for the family

  budget, had already disappeared down his throat. There was no confrontation with Charles over the matter, however, no effort to analyse the problem. Arthur appears complicit with his mother in

  failing to deal with Charles’s alcoholism.




  This was a difficult situation for a seventeen-year-old. Despite a veneer of self-assurance, Arthur still had all the insecurities he noted in his semiautobiographical novel The Stark Munro

  Letters of that awkward stage ‘in the inner life of a young man from about the age of puberty until he begins to find his feet a little’. He listed the symptoms – ‘the

  shrinking, horrible shyness, alternating with occasional absurd fits of audacity which represent the reaction against it, the longing for close friendship, the agonies over imaginary slights, the

  extraordinary sexual doubts, the deadly fears caused by non-existent diseases, the vague emotion produced by all women, and the half-frightened thrill by particular ones, the aggressiveness caused

  by fear of being afraid, the sudden blacknesses, the profound self-distrust …’.




  His anxieties were not assuaged when, after sitting for and winning one of the bursaries at the end of October, he found that medical students were not eligible. Not only did he have to forgo a

  stipend of £40 for two years, but the next best award, which was available to him, had already been allotted and paid. He had to make do with a one-off honorarium of £7. It was a

  strange mistake for the Edinburgh-educated Dr Waller to have made, and cannot have endeared him to Arthur.




  Once enrolled, Arthur shuffled between three places approximately a mile from home – the medical school in the main quadrangle of New College (now confusingly called Old College) at the

  centre of the campus, off South Bridge; a nearby warren of extramural teaching facilities based around Surgeons Square, off Chambers Street, and used by hospital doctors not formally employed by

  the university; and a variety of hospitals, particularly the Royal Infirmary on Infirmary Street which moved to new premises on Lauriston Street in 1878.




  Since the mid-eighteenth-century heyday of the Scottish Enlightenment, this interlocking complex had gained the university a global reputation for medical education. As pioneered by its first

  Anatomy Professor, Alexander Monro, Edinburgh’s medical school had emphasised the practical side of its craft, priding itself on close links with the Royal Infirmary, which had opened in

  1741. It attracted students from far and wide, leading to a remarkable free market in medical education, with hospital doctors doubling as extramural teachers around Surgeons Square in competition with the official university professors. Occasionally it had been a victim of its own success. Because of this rivalry the infamous body-snatchers William Burke

  and William Hare had, until their arrests in 1828, resorted to murder to keep Robert Knox’s anatomy classes supplied with fresh cadavers.




  However, the school had survived this setback and encouraged medical innovations such as Professor James Young Simpson’s identification of chloroform as an anaesthetic in 1847 and

  Professor Joseph Lister’s pioneering work on antiseptics in surgery in the late 1860s. Subsequently despite, or perhaps because of, substantial increases in undergraduate numbers, its star

  had waned, as it appeared to rest on its laurels, notably in the protracted campaign to keep out women. By the late 1870s the situation was again changing, as the old medical buildings around the

  university had been redeveloped, along with the rest of the Old Town. The Infirmary was about to open in its new location, while the medical faculty itself was moving from its cramped position in

  New College to new headquarters in Teviot Place.




  Having been brought up in Edinburgh, Arthur was familiar with the institution and its workings. But he never much warmed to it, probably because its proximity to home evoked painful memories. In

  his clearest description, in his novel The Firm of Girdlestone, the university was portrayed as a Spartan outpost of a laissez-faire type of English public school, where a student was left

  to his own devices ‘in a far from moral city’. This Darwinian system allowed some to learn the benefits of self-reliance and become men of the world, and others to fall ‘at the

  very starting-point of [their lives’] race, never to rise again’. As for his course, he was unconvinced by the official claims of its practicality, remembering it simply as ‘one

  weary grind at botany, chemistry, anatomy, physiology and a whole list of compulsory subjects, many of which have a very indirect bearing upon the art of curing’. For all its drawbacks,

  however, this five-year-long slog was crucial to his development.
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  The official record shows that Arthur’s student career was divided into various stages. For his first few months he polished up his French, German and moral philosophy for

  a preliminary examination in the arts in March 1877 (when his German was deemed below average, though worthy of a pass). Over the next year he studied for his first professional examination in

  April 1878, taking courses in botany, natural history chemistry, anatomy and physiology.




  Needing to earn money, he then took six months off to hone his bedside manner in general practices in Sheffield and Shropshire. (He later boasted of his ability, born out of

  necessity, to ‘compress the classes for a year into half a year’.) Returning to Edinburgh in the autumn of 1878, he continued some of his earlier specialities, adding new ones in

  practical pharmacy and surgery. Subsequently he studied midwifery, clinical medicine, medical jurisprudence, materia medica and, briefly, vaccination. He also worked in the Infirmary as an

  outpatient clerk (sometimes described as ward assistant). Despite these commitments, he managed two more stints between 1879 and 1881 as a locum in Birmingham where his practical study of midwifery

  and dispensing was considered part of his course. In 1880 he also spent six months travelling to the Arctic as a ship’s surgeon.




  He sat two further professional exams in April 1879 and June 1881 when, after written and oral procedures, he was awarded his MB or Bachelor of Medicine degree. Looking back, he correctly

  assessed that he had been an average student. (He put it more elegantly, referring to himself as ‘one of the ruck, neither lingering nor gaining – a 60 per cent man at

  examinations’.) The only subject in which he excelled was botany, and the only one in which he fell below par in his finals was, oddly, one in which he had some experience – clinical

  surgery – a result which helped push him towards general practice.




  If anyone epitomised the spirit of the medical faculty at the time it was Sir Robert Christison, the Professor of Materia Medica and Therapeutics, who was reaching the end of his career and

  would retire, aged eighty, in 1877. With his successor, Professor Thomas Richard Fraser, he helped shift the department’s focus from anatomy and surgery to plants and practical pharmacology,

  or, in a wider context, from the internal workings of the body to the external influences upon it. Although not mentioned in Arthur’s memoirs, Christison’s influence on the young

  student’s ideas about drugs and poisons and on the gestation of the character Sherlock Holmes was significant.




  In his earlier incarnation as Professor of Medical Jurisprudence and Medical Police, Christison had done pioneering work in forensic medicine and, to a lesser degree, public health. Through

  standard works such as A Treatise on Poisons, published in 1829, and the Medico-Legal Examination of Dead Bodies, a decade later, he had helped boost the scientific use of toxicology

  and post-mortems in court procedure.




  One of his interventions was in the trial of Burke and Hare, who initially avoided detection because they believed they had found a way of suffocating their victims without damaging them

  physically. Christison’s experiments into the bruising of corpses helped secure Burke’s conviction after Hare turned King’s evidence. Arthur alluded to this at

  the beginning of A Study in Scarlet, where, seeking to satisfy his ‘passion for definite and exact knowledge’, the austere figure of Sherlock Holmes was found conducting similar

  investigations, which he combined with research into the effect of drugs derived from vegetable alkaloids.




  Known also for his ‘cold and imperious manner’, ‘Dignity Bob’ made a point of testing these alkaloids on himself for possible therapeutic use – a practice followed

  not only by Professor Thomas Richard Fraser but also by both Arthur and Holmes. Once, having taken an almost fatal dose of the calabar bean, Christison counteracted the effects by making himself

  sick with a bowl of shaving water. However, he had ingested enough poison to paralyse his body for several hours – a process he later wrote up with due scientific objectivity. That did not

  stop him using his students as guinea pigs, as in his research into the coca plant and its derivative cocaine in the 1870s. He seemed happy with the results for, when, at the age of eighty, he

  climbed Ben Vorlich, he eased his ascent by chewing coca leaf, which he claimed ‘not only removes extreme fatigue but prevents it’. Playful interactivity was part of his teaching

  technique: when investigating the properties of the poison curare, for example, he liked to demonstrate how American Indians fired it from blowpipes.




  By the time Arthur arrived at the university, Christison stories had become almost mythical. Their contribution to Holmes’s penchant for cocaine and to his fascination with poisons, such

  as the curare in ‘The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire’, is clear, particularly as Fraser, a former research assistant of Christison, followed so closely in his predecessor’s

  footsteps. If anything Fraser, who definitely taught Arthur, was more fanatical about experimental method, the subject of his address to the International Medical Congress in 1881, when he pleaded

  for a relaxation in the law on vivisection in the interests of medical research – a campaign Arthur himself was to take up.




  Christison’s reputation hung over the university in other, more controversial ways. For he had led the diehard opposition to the education of women doctors, and thereby split an already

  factional academic community. In this respect he was a figure of hate for Mary Doyle’s circle at the Edinburgh Ladies’ Educational Association. With his sinister network of patronage,

  he has been suggested as a template for Sherlock Holmes’s opponent, the Napoleon of crime, Professor James Moriarty It is a mark of his influence that he could serve as model for both the

  detective and his nemesis.




  One of Christison’s most determined opponents on this issue was Dr Henry Littlejohn, who combined his main job as Edinburgh’s first Medical Officer of Health with

  a thriving practice in forensic medicine – about which he was a popular lecturer in the university’s extramural schools. In his public health role, and particularly as a result of his

  ground-breaking Report on the Sanitary Conditions of Edinburgh in 1865, Littlejohn helped transform the city from a stinking, overcrowded cradle of disease into a modern conurbation whose

  inhabitants could expect at least an average span of life. As a medico-legal expert, he followed Christison in introducing modern scientific advances, including evidence from photography and

  fingerprints, into the courts.




  Littlejohn’s legacy is evident throughout Arthur’s life and works, but again he received no formal acknowledgement. This was odd since, as a reforming Medical Officer of Health, he

  would have been regarded as a white knight by the Burton clan, particularly by Mary, who had added housing and social services to her campaigning issues, and by her nephew Willie, Arthur’s

  friend, who, after an engineering apprenticeship, was about to adopt public health as a full-time career. Arthur shared this enthusiasm for medicine as a means of social change, and was equally

  keen on forensics. Given that his former schoolteacher, Eugene Marie Chantrelle, had been convicted in 1878 with the help of Littlejohn’s evidence, this omission is strange.




  Instead Arthur emphasised his association with one of Littlejohn’s students, the wiry Dr Joseph Bell, scion of a family of distinguished Edinburgh surgeons. Perhaps because he himself was

  a curious physical specimen, with a jerky, disjointed walk and a high-pitched voice, Bell had become an inscrutable observer of his patients’ traits and mannerisms, which allowed him to make

  instant diagnoses from minimal evidence. According to Arthur’s autobiography, Bell claimed he could tell from a man’s appearance that he had served, until recently, as a noncommissioned

  officer in a Highland regiment in Barbados. The surgeon explained his reasoning to his students thus: ‘You see, gentlemen, the man was a respectful man but did not remove his hat. They do not

  in the army but he would have learned civilian ways had he been long discharged. He had an air of authority and is obviously Scottish. As to Barbados, his complaint is elephantiasis, which is West

  Indian and not British, and the Scottish regiments are at present in that particular land.’ This last assertion indicates Bell’s limitations: although elephantiasis had long been

  associated with the West Indies, to the extent that it was known as ‘Barbados leg’, it was more prevalent elsewhere, particularly Africa, where a Scottish regiment

  was as likely to have been stationed as the Caribbean.




  Like Christison, Bell liked to introduce an element of play into the process of deduction. Once, telling his students he wanted to test their ‘perception’, he asked them to use their

  senses to describe the properties of a bitter, malodorous drug. Adding that he would not ask them to do anything he would not do himself, he showily sniffed and sampled the contents of a jar which

  he passed to them. After they had grimaced at the slightest taste of the liquid, he told them, ‘Gentlemen, I am deeply grieved to find that not one of you has developed this power of

  perception which I so often speak about; for, if you had watched me closely, you would have found that, while I placed my forefinger in the medicine, it was the middle finger which found its way

  into my mouth.’




  Bell made his mark on Arthur because, in 1878, he singled him out to become his outpatient clerk at the Royal Infirmary. As the surgeon’s contact with the outside world, Arthur needed to

  brush up his Scottish idiom (he did not know that a patient with a ‘bealin’ in his ‘oxter’ had an abcess in his armpit). But he was able to observe the older man at close

  quarters and become familiar with his other interests, such as ophthalmology (which meant extra rounds at the Edinburgh Eye Infirmary), women in medicine (Bell corresponded with Florence

  Nightingale) and journalism (he edited the Edinburgh Medical Journal).




  It is not clear why Bell plucked Arthur from his class, as there was little contact between doctors and students. It probably owed something to the powerful cliques in Edinburgh medicine. Bell

  had worked as house surgeon to the great Professor James Syme, another of whose former acolytes had been the Doyle family friend Dr John Brown. In this way Arthur aligned himself to the

  ‘party’ of Syme and his famous son-in-law Joseph Lister, who remained Professor of Clinical Surgery at the university until 1877. Another link was his chemistry teacher, Alexander Crum

  Brown, John Brown’s half-brother. In his memoirs, Arthur remembered the mild-mannered Crum Brown as one of the notable characters on the Edinburgh medical scene, though he failed to mention

  that he too had given crucial evidence at Chantrelle’s trial.




  Arthur was later grateful to have a bank of memories of such colourful characters to draw on – not just Christison and Bell, but also Charles Wyville Thomson, who taught him natural

  history, fresh from three and a half years at sea researching the scientific properties of the world’s oceans on HMS Challenger, and William Rutherford, his physiology professor and

  another vivisectionist, who, with his booming voice and Old Testament beard, was Arthur’s professed model for the querulous explorer Professor Challenger in his novel

  The Lost World. But while Arthur recognised them all as ‘remarkable men’, he would later criticise them for failing to stress the caring side of medicine.
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  On 2 March 1877, shortly before sitting for his prelims, Arthur was presented with another sister who arrived in unusual circumstances. For a start, her birth was registered by

  her mother. This was the first time Mary Doyle had performed this official duty for any of her children; on eight previous occasions her husband Charles had done the chore. But this time he clearly

  was not up to it. In addition, the baby had some strange names not known to the Doyle family. At her baptism in St Mary’s church on 6 April, she was christened Bryan Mary Julia Josephine,

  reflecting the intimate involvement of her sponsors, the mysterious lodger Dr Bryan Waller and his mother Julia. (As Georgina Doyle has noted, the infant was recorded in the church register as B.

  Mary Julia Josephine, indicating a reluctance to acknowledge her first name.)




  It is easy to conclude that the child was Waller’s, but this does not bear scrutiny. Neither the family nor the church would have allowed such a public statement of her bastardy. Rather

  the warm-hearted Mary Doyle had grown so fond of ‘the Doctor’ that she wanted to acknowledge his emotional and financial support. Arthur had been called ‘Conan’ for similar

  reasons, while Lottie and Innes also had names which nodded towards friends and benefactors.




  That did not make the gesture any easier for Arthur. It is significant that when Waller wrote to him on 30 March from Masongill (where he appears to have gone to pick up his mother in advance of

  the christening), he made no reference to the baby, but limited himself to congratulating Arthur on his examination success. He suggested applying for another (Grierson) bursary, offering to bring

  one of his own botany books (Professor Balfour’s standard textbook, which he described as ‘a great lumbering uninteresting book’). Then, after signing himself off ‘Your

  affectionate friend’, he added, ‘I have written to the House Agent about the house in George Square.’




  This was the first mention of another impending move. Even with the new baby (universally known as Dodo), Argyle Park Terrace was hardly crowded, as Annette had left, clutching her woman’s

  apology for an Edinburgh University degree, to work as a governess with a Portuguese family in Lisbon. Waller simply needed more substantial accommodation to reflect his growing professional status

  as a doctor now teaching in the extra-curricular schools and seeking an indentured university post. Perhaps he was able to call on Masonic contacts to find him a house at 23

  George Square. For the privilege of living at this fashionable address, just south of the university, he was prepared to pay an annual rent of £85, and the Doyles had no alternative but to

  tag along. Arthur’s amour propre was dented and remained so. He never referred to Waller by name in his memoirs, only commenting eliptically ‘My mother had adopted the device of

  sharing a large house, which may have eased her in some ways, but was disastrous in others.’




  The actual move probably took place around late August or early September 1877 when Arthur accompanied his sisters Lottie and Connie on a walking holiday on the island of Arran on the Scottish

  west coast. His mother stayed with baby Dodo and the younger children in Edinburgh where Julia Waller was visiting, probably to help put the new house in order. The Doyle children were joined on

  Arran for a few days by their father, who came with J. Graham Fairley a colleague from work who later made a name for himself as a church architect. Also in their party was Arthur’s old

  school friend James Ryan, who had followed him from Stonyhurst to read Medicine in Edinburgh. The Ryan family was now living in Greenhill Place in the south-west of the city, where James’s

  mother, Margaret, had become close to Mary Doyle. However, his coffee-planting father had died there only in April, so James was still getting over his grief.




  Arthur was surprised to see Dr Joseph Bell strolling in the small town of Brodrick on the island. From his description to his mother, he clearly knew the Edinburgh surgeon, but had yet to strike

  up a working relationship. He wondered rhetorically what Bell was doing there, apparently unaware of his habit of shooting grouse at that time of year. Not that Arthur was particularly concerned

  about furthering his academic career: he was there for recreation in its widest sense. Bounding over the craggy landscape that had inspired Walter Scott’s epic poem The Lord of the

  Isles, his imagination was fired by the Gothic potential of the misty west coast which he would later summon up in stories such as The Mystery of Cloomber. His taste for travel and

  adventure was also sparked by the sight of colossal ocean liners making their stately progress through the waves between Arran and the Scottish mainland, en route to and from Glasgow. The young

  medical student was beginning to store up meaningful memories of his own.




  

    

  




  Standing outside an Edinburgh theatre, waiting for the doors to open, Arthur heard a woman scream and saw a soldier pressing her roughly against a wall. When

  he tried to intervene, he was met with an elbow which was slammed into his solar plexus with all the force of a hardened military man. A full-scale fight broke out, with the assailant’s

  friends urging him on, one of them striking Arthur’s head with his cane. Serious injury was only averted when the doors opened and the belligerents were overwhelmed by a surge of

  ticket-holders. Arthur might have gone in too but decided against, in case it was considered provocative.




  He related this story in his memoirs to show that his university days were not all hard graft. It also demonstrated something else: a young man beginning to find his strength, intellectually,

  emotionally and, in this case, physically, and being prepared to use it in a just cause.




  Now his prelims were over, he could relax and enjoy himself. ‘I read much,’ he wrote, still trying to prove his all-roundedness. ‘I played games all I could. I danced, and I

  sampled the drama whenever I had sixpence to carry me to the gallery.’ As far as his reading was concerned, he did not lack for material at home. But he also had access to a city renowned for

  its booksellers, and this was an opportunity impossible to ignore. Every morning, on his way to lectures, he passed what he called ‘the most fascinating bookshop in the world’ –

  undoubtedly James Thin on South Bridge. This caused problems because, at lunchtimes, he usually had thruppence for a sandwich and a glass of beer. But once a week he would forgo his meal and spend

  his money on something more cerebral from Thin’s second-hand tub. He found himself devouring eighteenth-century authors such as Addison and Swift. He also picked up a tattered copy of

  Macaulay’s Essays, which became his favourite book, both for its subject matter (a series of vivid studies of historical figures) and for its style, which he would seek to emulate:

  ‘The short, vivid sentences, the broad sweep of allusion, the exact detail, they all throw a glamour round the subject and should make the least studious of readers desire to go

  further.’




  As for his sporting achievements, he recalled that he represented his university at cricket and rugby. This was an exaggeration, as the record shows the summit of his cricketing career was in

  the second XI in 1879. Not in dispute was that he was an energetic young man raring to shine at any sport, which enjoyed special status at the time as an officially sanctioned outlet for the

  competitive spirit required in a post-Darwinian world. At this stage he was, as he himself acknowledged, still ‘wild, full-blooded and a trifle reckless’, so even off the games field he

  liked to challenge friends to bouts of indoor fisticuffs, a curious ritual which involved stripping down and fighting bare-knuckled in an undergraduate’s rooms.




  Such outpourings of testosterone give the lie to any idea of nineteenth-century universities as peaceful oases of learning. A boisterousness, bordering on anarchy was never far beneath the

  surface in Arthur’s student days. In his novel The Firm of Girdlestone he surely drew on personal experience when he described a rectorial election which ended in a near-riot in the

  university front quadrangle, threatening to upend the statue of Professor Sir David Brewster, the natural philosopher whose work on scientific instruments epitomised the institution’s

  practical approach to research. ‘What Goths! What barbarians!’ remarked Thomas Dimsdale, the father of the novel’s hero. ‘And this is my dream of refined quiet and studious

  repose.’ Assuming Arthur had witnessed such a scene, it is possible, since these elections for titular headship of the university were triennial events, to say that he was referring to the

  contest at the start of his second year in November 1877, when the turf-loving Liberal Marquess of Hartington defeated the lacklustre Conservative Home Secretary Richard Cross.




  This unruly election was followed in real life as in the novel by an international rugby match – a clear example of unwanted aggression being channelled into a newly codified sport. This

  was the first fifteen-a-side game ever played between Scotland and England, resulting in a narrow win for the latter, though in Arthur’s fictional account it was a more equitable draw.




  Like medicine, organised sport reflected the Victorian gospel of improvement. On the games field, Arthur strove for the public-school ideal of ‘mens sana in corpore sano’. When he

  donned his white coat in the Infirmary, he worked towards the same end by a different route. By joining science’s battle against disease and superstition, he sought to make everyone’s

  life healthier and more satisfying.




  But, as the maturing Arthur was becoming painfully aware, a scientific view of the world came at the expense of the religious. A rational approach to history had already helped demolish the

  Bible’s more extravagant claims. The intellectual struggle of the century was developing into a search for the right balance between science and faith. Following publication of the Origin

  of Species in 1859, the scales had shifted firmly towards the former. In an age when the onus was on people to explain and take control, Arthur found himself ranged both individually and

  professionally on the side of progress, so it was inevitable that his Roman Catholic beliefs would suffer.




  It was partly a generational thing. He later recalled how, as he dipped into the works of rationalist thinkers such as Darwin, Herbert Spencer and John Stuart Mill, he sensed

  a disturbing gap opening up between men of his father’s age and his own. He and his contemporaries could only laugh when they heard even such a venerable figure as Gladstone arguing for a

  literalist interpretation of the Bible.




  Any jocularity quickly led him to the more sober thought that he was not happy with an existence based on mere materialism, to the exclusion of any sense of some greater being. Although

  committed to the spirit of scientific enquiry, he did not consider himself an atheist. As he put it, he remained ‘reverent’ in his doubts, and the more he pondered them, the more

  confirmed he was in his appreciation of ‘the wonderful poise of the universe and the tremendous power of conception and sustenance which it implied’.




  So he began to develop his own synthesis between the new and the old, between the pressing demands of reason and his own awareness of a higher intelligence. He later described himself as

  ‘in a broad sense’ Unitarian, but one more critical of the Bible than other members of a denomination which discarded many of the trappings of Christianity while maintaining an

  essential belief in a higher being.




  In fact his attempt to bridge the gap between spiritual longing and contemporary rationalism was closer to transcendentalism, an offshoot from Unitarianism which had flourished in New England

  earlier in the century. Mixing German idealism, American practicality and a touch of British romanticism, it was built on the Kantian precept that there is intuitive truth beyond the senses. In

  putting the individual at the centre of his or her universe it has often been presented as one of the intellectual cornerstones of United States democracy – a factor which may have

  contributed to Arthur’s later enthusiasm for the New World.
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  Turning such rarefied thoughts to practical use in his medical studies was not easy. As a mark of respect to his ailing father, he continued to use poetry as a memory aid

  – a practice he had begun at school, on Charles Doyle’s advice. So, in the margins of his copy of The Essentials of Materia Medica and Therapeutics, a basic pharmacological

  textbook published in 1877, we find Arthur composing his own doggerel to remind him of the effects of drugs such as opium.




  But now he was involved at the sharp end of medicine, Arthur required more than mnemonics. The ingénu ‘with a face like plaster’, described in ‘His First

  Operation’, had become a blasé veteran who, in the same story, thought nothing of ‘eating his lunch in the dissecting rooms’. He needed a sophisticated,

  personal approach to his chosen profession.




  He found something of what he wanted in the tolerance of John Brown’s American friend Oliver Wendell Holmes, whose ‘immortal series’, The Autocrat, The Poet and The

  Professor at the Breakfast Table, he later praised for ‘that continual leaven of science, especially of medical science, which has from my early student days given those books so strong

  an attraction for me’.




  Behind this scholarly veneer, a personal agenda was clear. Arthur quoted an example which showed how dramatically his own decision-making was influenced by his father’s condition.

  ‘Insanity is often the logic of an accurate mind overtasked,’ Wendell Holmes had written. ‘Good mental machinery ought to break its own wheels and levers, if anything is thrust

  upon them suddenly which tends to stop them or reverse their motion. A weak mind does not accumulate force enough to hurt itself; stupidity often saves a man from going mad. We frequently see

  persons in insane hospitals, sent there in consequence of what are called religious mental disturbances. I confess that I think better of them than of many who hold the same notions, and keep their

  wits and enjoy life very well, outside of the asylums. Any decent person ought to go mad if he really holds such and such opinions.’ What Holmes had said was that some minds buckle under

  irreconcilable pressures, such as the demands of religion. Reading this, Arthur would have thought of his poor father, who was having a tortuous time squaring his orthodox Catholicism with more

  supernatural intimations, which were beginning to find expression in a more fantastical style of drawing, not dissimilar to his brother Dicky’s fairies.
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