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Introduction


NED HALLEY


Comfort and joy. These are the precious gifts brought to us in the best of Christmas stories. And the twenty-two tales in this seasonal selection deliver generously. All are from great writers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries – the golden age of storytelling, and, judging by these accounts, of the festival of Christmas too.


It’s tempting, of course, to imagine that Christmases past were more spiritual and authentic than our own Christmases present, tarnished as they might be by twenty-first-century commercialism and superficial sentiment. But authors of the calibre of William Makepeace Thackeray, Charles Dickens and Louisa May Alcott rejoiced as much in the calamities of Christmas as they did in all the goodwill. They found Christmas uplifting, benevolent and funny.


Thackeray (1811–63), whose ‘Round About the Christmas Tree’ takes pole position in this collection, evokes a familiar seasonal theme: the cost of it all. The story, one of a series written for the Cornhill Magazine in the early 1860s, delights in the scene of a family’s younger members plucking sweetmeats and bonbons from the tree, and ruefully reflects that for ‘the elderly . . . in the packets which WE pick off the boughs, we find enclosed Mr. Carnifex’s review of the quarter’s meat, Mr. Sartor’s compliments and little statement for self and the young gentlemen; and Madame de Sainte-Crinoline’s respects to the young ladies, who encloses her account, and will send on Saturday, please’.


In his inimitable style, here featuring his trademark genius for the comically apt professional name, the author of Vanity Fair summons up one of the great constants of Christmas with reassuring good cheer. The story moves on to atmospheric descriptions of festive London at the time, including a ludicrous pantomime based on Hamlet with some sensational special effects, and a visit to the zoo to see ‘our fellow creatures in the monkey room’ – a topical tilt at Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, published in 1859.


Thackeray was a shrewd observer of human folly, but he loved Christmas just the same, and wrote a hugely popular series of stories for children, Christmas Books, in 1854. At the height of his fame, aged fifty-two, he died following a stroke on Christmas Eve 1863. Seven thousand mourners came to his funeral.


‘The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle’ by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) first appeared in the January 1892 edition of the Strand Magazine, and was among the twelve stories later included in The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. The great detective investigates the theft of a fabled sapphire swallowed by a Christmas goose. Holmes, of course, unravels the mystery, and shows more than a little festive goodwill in doing so.


Hans Christian Andersen (1805–1875), originator of the modern fairy tale and pioneer of writing for children, knew the kind of hardship depicted in ‘The Little Match Girl’, his New Year’s tale of 1845. An only child aged eleven when his father died, Hans had to work to support himself at the local charity school in Odense, Denmark. The fairy-tale success of his later life – Andersen’s works have been translated into more than 100 languages – never dimmed his compassion for the poor, and particularly for their children.


Andersen demonstrates his talent for animating every kind of entity in the moral fable ‘The Fir-tree’, first published in Copenhagen at Christmas in 1844. The tale was republished in Danish at several subsequent Christmases during its author’s lifetime, and has been prolifically translated and reinterpreted ever since. It is a compelling caution to readers of every age: Live every day in the moment. Do not pine away dreaming of future glories, Christmas included.


Washington Irving, author of immortal tales including ‘Rip Van Winkle’ and ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’, was born to British parents in New York in April 1783, within days of the end of the American War of Independence. He was named in honour of George Washington and became the first American writer to win equal fame on both sides of the Atlantic. He lived in Europe for seventeen years, and served as US ambassador to Spain.


‘Christmas Eve’ is a fragment from Bracebridge Hall, an episodic novel written by Irving while living in England. The splendid central character of Squire Bracebridge, with his old-fashioned ideas and ‘singular mix of whim and benevolence’, is probably inspired by the fictional Sir Roger de Coverley, a foolish but kindly old Tory gentleman featured in the Spectator in 1711.


‘Christmas at Thompson Hall’ by Anthony Trollope (1815–1882) is a surreal comedy of manners by one of the great Victorian originators of psychological storytelling. As with his great Barchester and Palliser novels, Trollope shows his mastery of female characters in this Christmas classic. The mortifications of the formidably strong-minded Mrs. Mary Brown, caught up in a deliciously tortuous series of misapprehensions, are a joy indeed.


Canadian Lucy Maud Montgomery (1874–1942) won immortality with her masterpiece Anne of Green Gables, and was the author, too, of twenty further novels and more than 500 short stories. ‘A Christmas Inspiration’, written in 1901, is a heartwarming tale of festive kindness in a city boarding house.


‘Christmas at Red Butte’, a late L. M. Montgomery tale, tackles the dilemma of an impoverished widow unable to afford Christmas gifts for her young children, and in the very best of the sentimental, uplifting traditions of the season, it’s her sixteen-year-old adopted daughter, Theodora, who saves the day.


‘The Flying Stars’ is one of the fifty-three Father Brown short stories written by G. K. Chesterton between 1910 and 1936, the year the author died. London-born Chesterton, well-known as an Anglican journalist and novelist, is said to have based the character of Brown on his friend Father John O’Connor, the parish priest who later inducted the writer into the Catholic faith.


Father Brown’s intuitive skills are on full display in the Christmas setting of ‘The Flying Stars’. It is a key story in the series, in which arch-villain Hercule Flambeau, Father Brown’s antagonist in most of the fifty-three mysteries, is caught in the midst of a fiendish crime, is confounded by an irresistible moral plea, and finally renounces his life of transgression.


Sir Henry Fielding Dickens (1849–1933), eighth of Charles Dickens’s ten children, wrote in a fond memoir of family Christmases that they were ‘a great time, a really jovial time, and my father was always at his best, a splendid host, bright and jolly as a boy and throwing his heart and soul into everything that was going on’.


For the author who has done more than any other to define the festival as it is understood today in Britain and around the world, depicting Christmas was a personal mission as well as a creative one. His story of 1835, ‘A Christmas Dinner’, written when he was just twenty-two, was among his first essays and was reprinted the following year in his first book, Sketches by Boz. Dickens had begun his writing life as a lawcourt reporter and was an exacting observer as well as an inspired narrator.


‘A Christmas Dinner’ is a magical depiction and a rich slice of social history, forever fresh in imagery and in its understanding of the conflicting sentiments all of us inevitably feel about the festival. ‘A Christmas Tree’, written for his own magazine Household Words in 1850, seven years after his sensational novella A Christmas Carol, is an autobiographical story. The author, still in his thirties, looks back with an old man’s nostalgia on long-past seasons, focusing on what was then a recent innovation, ‘that pretty German toy’ first popularized in Britain by Queen Victoria’s new consort Prince Albert in 1840.


The recollections are unreliable. There were no Christmas trees in the time of Dickens’s childhood, and we know this famous author had an insecure and sometimes impoverished upbringing. The festive tree of his imagining was ‘brilliantly lighted . . . and everywhere sparkled and glittered’ in its towering heights, but in its lower branches harboured darker emblems: a horrible frog, a hideous mask and an ‘infernal snuff-box out of which there sprang a demoniacal Counsellor in a black gown’.


Is the story a plea for a better understanding of the childhood mind in the midst of the festive wonder? Ghostly, abstract and notably devout, this is a contemplative work of enduring mystery.


O. Henry, author of ‘The Gift of the Magi’, was the pen name of one of America’s favourite storytellers, William Sydney Porter. His life, like his stories, was marked by twists and turns. The son of a North Carolina doctor, he showed early promise in both writing and art, but at nineteen began work as a pharmacist. He left home for Texas, where well-connected new friends helped him find better-paid work as a bank teller. He met and married an heiress, Athol Estes, in 1887. Her family had not consented to the union, as Athol suffered from tuberculosis, but the couple’s only surviving child, Margaret, was born two years later.


All the while, William was writing stories in his own time. He started his own magazine, interestingly called The Rolling Stone. But in 1894 came a turn. He was accused of embezzlement by the bank, was sacked, and then arrested a year later. In a moment of madness the day before his trial, he jumped bail and fled to Honduras in Central America, where he continued to write, selling stories under pseudonyms including Oliver Henry.


After six months he travelled home to see his seriously ill daughter and at once turned himself in to the police. Athol died before the trial, at which he was found guilty and sentenced to five years’ imprisonment. On his release, he moved to New York.


From this rackety life arose nearly 300 much-loved American stories. ‘The Gift of the Magi’ is from a 1906 collection of tales of New York called The Four Million. The title was inspired by the author’s anger at a snobbish canard of the day that there were only 400 people among the city’s four million who were worth notice. In the short tale of an ordinary young couple anxious to show their love for each other at Christmas, this flawed but formidable writer offers us a profoundly moral fable with a famous twist.


L. Frank Baum (1856–1919) is another great American popular writer, best remembered for The Wizard of Oz, and one of the most imaginative of authors for children in any era. One of nine children of a father born of German stock (Baum is the German word for tree) and a British mother, Frank grew up in a happy, prosperous home in New York state, where Christmas was celebrated in exuberant style.


‘A Kidnapped Santa Claus’ was published as a short story in 1904, two years after Frank’s inventive novel The Life and Adventures of Santa Claus presented the great Christmas benefactor as a fairy-tale character. Story and novel share the same setting of the Laughing Valley, Santa’s home, but this kidnapping exploit is a one-off adventure, also with a moral message.


‘The Ghost of Christmas Eve’ by J. M. Barrie (1860–1937) is from the novel My Lady Nicotine of 1890, written fourteen years before Peter Pan. The novel concerns the dilemma of an avid smoker whose fiancée tells him he must quit tobacco before they can marry. This fragment is an intriguing piece of Christmas whimsy by an author famous for his enjoyment of the festive season, his aptitude for supernatural themes, and his ambivalent fondness for smoking.


‘A Country Christmas’ by Louisa May Alcott (1832–1888) is a lively romantic tale from Kitty’s Class Day and Other Stories, a collection for young readers published in 1868, the same year that Little Women made this much-loved American author very famous indeed. Alcott came from a large New England family headed by the philosopher-educationalist Amos Bronson Alcott, who founded his own school in Boston and moved in an intellectual circle that included Ralph Waldo Emerson and Nathaniel Hawthorne, but failed to make a proper living.


Louisa’s animated home life undoubtedly inspired much of her writing for both adults and children. A firm feminist and abolitionist, her success owed much to her compassionate sense of humour, which saw her through tragedies that befell her family, her own disappointments (she never married) and the bitter years of the American Civil War of 1861–1865, which is referenced in much of her later work. In ‘A Country Christmas’, she fully exploits the potential of encounter, as homely and wise Aunt Plumy welcomes a fashionable young party from the big city to her farmhouse in Vermont.


London-born Edith Nesbit (1858–1924), originator of the children’s adventure story and best known for The Railway Children, had an extraordinary family life. A committed Marxist and co-founder of the socialist Fabian Society, she had five children with her notoriously faithless husband and wrote some forty novels and story collections for children as well as numerous books for adults. ‘The Conscience-Pudding’ is a comedy-adventure Christmas tale with a positive moral purpose.


Thomas Hardy (1840–1928) wrote a dozen novels, several of them masterpieces, eight volumes of poetry including some of the most moving in the language, and more than fifty short stories – few of which have enjoyed the reputation they deserve.


‘The Thieves Who Couldn’t Help Sneezing’ (1877) is a comic yarn with a Christmas theme set in the familiar surroundings of Hardy’s Wessex. On Christmas Eve night, young hero Hubert is robbed of his horse, but exacts an ingenious revenge with the aid of the local gentry.


‘Christmas Every Day’ by William Dean Howells (1837–1920) is a cautionary tale, a pioneering warning to keep Christmas within bounds. Howells, who has been called the leading American man of letters of his day, was a brilliantly versatile writer of many romances, dramas and stories. He was editor of the national magazine the Atlantic Monthly, spoke several languages, was US consul in Venice for a time and a leading proponent of social realism in literature. His 1885 novel The Rise of Silas Lapham is an American classic.


Saki is the pen name of Hector Hugh Munro (1870–1916), a true son of the British Empire. He was born in Burma, his father a senior colonial officer, his mother the daughter of an admiral. She died when Hector was only two and he was sent to live with two aunts in Devon. In 1887, his father retired, and took Hector on extensive travels through Europe. The young man drew on his experiences and sold stories to leading newspapers such as the Daily Express before becoming a foreign correspondent for the Morning Post. For his fictional work, both novels and short stories, often satirical or comical and sometimes supernatural, he adopted the name Saki (he never revealed its origin) and gained a vast following. ‘Bertie’s Christmas Eve’ was among a collection entitled Toys of Peace, published posthumously in 1919. Hector, although too old to be enlisted, had joined up on the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, and was killed in France two years later.


Harriet Beecher, born into a deeply religious and learned Connecticut family in 1813, was working as a teacher in Cincinnati when she married Calvin Ellis Stowe, a professor of theology and zealous campaigner against slavery, in 1836. They had seven children. She wrote articles and robustly moral but good-humoured short stories from an early age. ‘Christmas; Or, The Good Fairy’ appeared on the front page of Washington’s National Era newspaper on Boxing Day 1850. In the following year, the same paper began to serialize Mrs. Stowe’s sensational anti-slavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin.


Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864) was directly descended from America’s first Puritan settlers, one of whom persecuted the so-called witches of Salem in 1692–1693. Hawthorne, born in Salem, made it his life’s work to write about the conflicting effects of religious doctrine, in the process producing some of the greatest novels and stories – most notably The Scarlet Letter – in American literature.


‘The Snow-Image’, published 1852, is a beautifully inventive fantasy of compelling realism in which an imaginary friend lovingly created by children in the snow is extinguished by the linear will of a kindly Puritan paterfamilias. It perfectly illustrates Hawthorne’s own reality–belief paradox: ‘a neutral territory, somewhere between the real world and fairy-land, where the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and each imbues itself with nature of the other’.


‘A Christmas Tree and a Wedding’ by Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821–1881) is a chilling tale of festive bonhomie masking greed and the theft of innocence. The great Russian prose stylist wrote the story in 1848, just months before his four-year imprisonment in Siberia and forced military service for membership of a socialist organization. It was a decade before he wrote again, producing masterpieces including his novels Crime and Punishment and The Idiot. This early Christmas story, in which a children’s party in St Petersburg turns out to have a sinister purpose, demonstrates that Dostoevsky already had a dark side, but also that he had a fully developed genius for storytelling.




W. M. THACKERAY


Round About the Christmas Tree
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The kindly Christmas tree, from which I trust every gentle reader has pulled out a bonbon or two, is yet all aflame whilst I am writing, and sparkles with the sweet fruits of its season. You young ladies, may you have plucked pretty giftlings from it; and out of the cracker sugar-plum which you have split with the captain or the sweet young curate may you have read one of those delicious conundrums which the confectioners introduce into the sweetmeats, and which apply to the cunning passion of love. Those riddles are to be read at your age, when I daresay they are amusing. As for Dolly, Merry, and Bell, who are standing at the tree, they don’t care about the love-riddle part, but understand the sweet-almond portion very well. They are four, five, six years old. Patience, little people! A dozen merry Christmases more, and you will be reading those wonderful love-conundrums, too. As for us elderly folks, we watch the babies at their sport, and the young people pulling at the branches: and instead of finding bonbons or sweeties in the packets which we pluck off the boughs, we find enclosed Mr. Carnifex’s review of the quarter’s meat; Mr. Sartor’s compliments, and little statement for self and the young gentlemen; and Madame de Sainte-Crinoline’s respects to the young ladies, who encloses her account, and will send on Saturday, please; or we stretch our hand out to the educational branch of the Christmas tree, and there find a lively and amusing article from the Rev. Henry Holyshade, containing our dear Tommy’s exceedingly moderate account for the last term’s school expenses.


The tree yet sparkles, I say. I am writing on the day before Twelfth Day, if you must know; but already ever so many of the fruits have been pulled, and the Christmas lights have gone out. Bobby Miseltow, who has been staying with us for a week (and who has been sleeping mysteriously in the bath-room), comes to say he is going away to spend the rest of the holidays with his grandmother—and I brush away the manly tear of regret as I part with the dear child. “Well, Bob, good-by, since you will go. Compliments to grandmamma. Thank her for the turkey. Here’s—”(A slight pecuniary transaction takes place at this juncture, and Bob nods and winks, and juts his hand in his waistcoat pocket.) “You have had a pleasant week?”


BOB.—“Haven’t I!” (And exit, anxious to know the amount of the coin which has just changed hands.)


He is gone, and as the dear boy vanishes through the door (behind which I see him perfectly), I too cast up a little account of our past Christmas week. When Bob’s holidays are over, and the printer has sent me back this manuscript, I know Christmas will be an old story. All the fruit will be off the Christmas tree then; the crackers will have cracked off; the almonds will have been crunched; and the sweet-bitter riddles will have been read; the lights will have perished off the dark green boughs; the toys growing on them will have been distributed, fought for, cherished, neglected, broken. Ferdinand and Fidelia will each keep out of it (be still, my gushing heart!) the remembrance of a riddle read together, of a double almond munched together and the moiety of an exploded cracker . . . The maids, I say, will have taken down all that holly stuff and nonsense about the clocks lamps, and looking-glasses, the dear boys will be back at school, fondly thinking of the pantomime fairies whom they have seen; whose gaudy gossamer wings are battered by this time; and whose pink cotton (or silk is it?) lower extremities are all dingy and dusty. Yet but a few days, Bob, and flakes of paint will have cracked off the fairy flower-bowers, and the revolving temples of adamantine luster will be as shabby as the city of Pekin. When you read this, will Clown still be going on lolling his tongue out of his mouth, and saying, “How are you to-morrow?” To-morrow, indeed! He must be almost ashamed of himself (if that cheek is still capable of the blush of shame) for asking the absurd question. To-morrow, indeed! To-morrow the diffugient snows will give place to Spring; the snowdrops will lift their heads; Ladyday may be expected, and the pecuniary duties peculiar to that feast; in place of bonbons, trees will have an eruption of light green knobs; the whitebait season will bloom . . . as if one need go on describing these vernal phenomena, when Christmas is still here though ending, and the subject of my discourse!


We have all admired the illustrated papers, and noted how boisterously jolly they become at Christmas time. What wassail-bowls, robin-redbreasts, waits, snow landscapes, bursts of Christmas song!


And then to think that these festivities are prepared months before—that these Christmas pieces are prophetic! How kind of artists and poets to devise the festivities beforehand, and serve them pat at the proper time! We ought to be grateful to them, as to the cook who gets up at midnight and sets the pudding a-boiling, which is to feast us at six o’clock. I often think with gratitude of the famous Mr. Nelson Lee—the author of I don’t know how many hundred glorious pantomimes—walking by the summer wave at Margate, or Brighton perhaps, revolving in his mind the idea of some new gorgeous spectacle of faery, which the winter shall see complete. He is like cook at midnight (si parva licet). He watches and thinks. He pounds the sparkling sugar of benevolence, the plums of fancy, the sweetmeats of fun, the figs of—well, the figs of fairy fiction, let us say, and pops the whole in the seething cauldron of imagination, and at due season serves up THE PANTOMIME.


Very few men in the course of nature can expect to see all the pantomimes in one season, but I hope to the end of my life I shall never forego reading about them in that delicious sheet of The Times which appears on the morning after Boxing-day. Perhaps reading is even better than seeing. The best way, I think, is to say you are ill, lie in bed, and have the paper for two hours, reading all the way down from Drury Lane to the Britannia at Hoxton. Bob and I went to two pantomimes. One was at the Theatre of Fancy, and the other at the Fairy Opera, and I don’t know which we liked the best.


At the Fancy, we saw “Harlequin Hamlet, or Daddy’s Ghost and Nunky’s Pison,” which is all very well—but, gentlemen, if you don’t respect Shakespeare, to whom will you be civil? The palace and ramparts of Elsinore by moon and snowlight is one of Loutherbourg’s finest efforts. The banqueting hall of the palace is illuminated: the peaks and gables glitter with the snow: the sentinels march blowing their fingers with the cold—the freezing of the nose of one of them is very neatly and dexterously arranged: the snow-storm rises: the winds howl awfully along the battlements: the waves come curling, leaping, foaming to shore. Hamlet’s umbrella is whirled away in the storm. He and his two friends stamp on each other’s toes to keep them warm. The storm-spirits rise in the air, and are whirled howling round the palace and the rocks. My eyes! what tiles and chimney-pots fly hurtling through the air! As the storm reaches its height (here the wind instruments come in with prodigious effect, and I compliment Mr. Brumby and the violoncellos)—as the snow-storm rises, (queek, queek, queek, go the fiddles, and then thrumpty thrump comes a pizzicato movement in Bob Major, which sends a shiver into your very boot-soles,) the thunder-clouds deepen (bong, bong, bong, from the violoncellos). The forked lightening quivers through the clouds in a zig-zag scream of violins—and look, look, look! as the frothing, roaring waves come rushing up the battlements, and over the reeling parapet each hissing wave becomes a ghost, sends the gun-carriages rolling over the platform, and plunges howling into the water again.


Hamlet’s mother comes onto the battlements to look for her son. The storm whips her umbrella out of her hands, and she retires screaming in pattens.


The cabs on the stand in the market-place at Elsinore are seen to drive off, and several people are drowned. The gas-lamps along the street are wrenched from their foundations, and shoot through the troubled air. Whist, rush, hish! how the rain roars and pours! The darkness becomes awful, always deepened by the power of the music—and see—in the midst of a rush, and a whirl, and scream of spirits of air and wave—what is that ghastly figure moving hither? It becomes bigger, bigger as it advances down the platform—more ghastly, more horrible, enormous! It is as tall as the whole stage. It seems to be advancing on the stalls and pit, and the whole house screams with terror, as the GHOST OF THE LATE HAMLET comes in, and begins to speak. Several people faint, and the light-fingered gentry pick pockets furiously in the darkness.


In the pitchy darkness, this awful figure throwing his eyes about, the gas boxes shuddering out of sight, and the wind-instruments bugling the most horrible wails, the boldest spectator must have felt frightened. But hark! what is that silver shimmer of the fiddles! Is it—can it be—the grey dawn peeping in the stormy east? The ghost’s eyes look blankly towards it, and roll a ghastly agony. Quicker, quicker ply the violins of Phœbus Apollo. Redder, redder grow the orient clouds. Cockadoodledoo! crows the great cock which has just come out on the roof of the palace. And now the round sun himself pops up from behind the waves of night. Where is the ghost? He is gone! Purple shadows of the morn “slant o’er the snowy sward,” the city wakes up in life and sunshine, and we confess we are very much relieved at the disappearance of the ghost. We don’t like those dark scenes in pantomimes.


After the usual business, that Ophelia should be turned into Columbine was to be expected; but I confess I was a little shocked when Hamlet’s mother became Pantaloon, and was instantly knocked down by Clown Claudius. Grimaldi is getting a little old now, but for real humour there are few clowns like him. Mr. Shutter, as the gravedigger, was chaste and comic, as he always is, and the scene-painters surpassed themselves.


“Harlequin Conqueror and the Field of Hastings,” at the other house, is very pleasant too. The irascible William is acted with great vigour by Snoxal, and the battle of Hastings is a good piece of burlesque. Some trifling liberties are taken with history, but what liberties will not the merry genius of pantomime permit himself? At the battle of Hastings, William is on the point of being defeated by the Sussex volunteers, very elegantly led by the always pretty Miss Waddy (as Haco Sharpshooter), when a shot from the Normans kills Harold. The fairy Edith hereupon comes forward, and finds his body, which straightaway leaps up a live harlequin, whilst the Conqueror makes an excellent clown, and the Archbishop of Bayeux a diverting pantaloon, &c. &c. &c.


Perhaps these are not the pantomimes we really saw; but one description will do as well as another. The plots, you see, are a little intricate and difficult to understand in pantomimes; and I may have mixed up one with another. That I was at the theatre on Boxing-night is certain—but the pit was so full that I could only see fairy legs glittering in the distance, as I stood at the door. And as if I was badly off, I think there was a young gentleman behind me worse off still. I own that he has a good reason (though others have not) to speak ill of me behind my back, and hereby beg his pardon.


Likewise to the gentleman who picked up a party in Piccadilly, who had slipped and fallen in the snow and was there on his back, uttering energetic expressions: that party begs to offer thanks, and compliments of the season.


Bob’s behaviour on New Year’s day, I can assure Dr. Holyshade, was highly creditable to the boy. He had expressed a determination to partake of every dish which was put on the table; but after soup, fish, roast-beef, and roast-goose, he retired from active business until the pudding and mince pies made their appearance, of which he partook liberally, but not too freely. And he greatly advanced in my good opinion by praising the punch, which was of my own manufacture, and which some gentlemen present (Mr. O’M—g—n, amongst others) pronounced to be too weak. Too weak! A bottle of rum, a bottle of Madeira, half a bottle of brandy, and two bottles and a half of water—can this mixture be said to be too weak for any mortal? Our young friend amused the company during the evening, by exhibiting a two-shilling magic-lantern, which he had purchased, and likewise by singing “Sally, come up!” a quaint, but rather monotonous melody, which I am told is sung by the poor negro on the banks of the broad Mississippi.


What other enjoyments did we proffer for the child’s amusement during the Christmas week? A great philosopher was giving a lecture to young folks at the British Institution. But when this diversion was proposed to our young friend Bob, he said, “Lecture? No, thank you. Not as I knows on,” and made sarcastic signals on his nose. Perhaps he is of Dr. Johnson’s opinion about lectures: “Lectures sir! what man would go to hear that imperfectly at a lecture, which he can read at leisure in a book?” I never went, of my own choice, to a lecture; that I can vow. As for sermons, they are different; I delight in them, and they cannot, of course, be too long.


Well, we partook of yet other Christmas delights besides pantomime, pudding, and pie. One glorious, one delightful, one most unlucky and pleasant day, we drove in a brougham, with a famous horse, which carried us more quickly and briskly than any of your vulgar railways, over Battersea Bridge, on which the horse’s hoofs rung as if it had been iron; through suburban villages, plum-caked with snow; under a leaden sky, in which the sun hung like a red-hot warming-pan; by pond after pond, where not only men and boys, but scores of women and girls, were sliding, and roaring, and clapping their lean old sides with laughter, as they tumbled down, and their hobnailed shoes flew up in the air; the air frosty with a lilac haze, through which villas, and commons, and churches, and plantations glimmered. We drive up the hill, Bob and I; we make the last two miles in eleven minutes; we pass that poor, armless man who sits there in the cold, following you with his eyes. I don’t give anything, and Bob looks disappointed. We are set down neatly at the gate, and a horse-holder opens the brougham door. I don’t give anything; again disappointment on Bob’s part. I pay a shilling a piece, and we enter into the glorious building, which is decorated for Christmas, and straightway forgetfulness on Bob’s part of everything but that magnificent scene. The enormous edifice is all decorated for Bob and Christmas. The stalls, the columns, the fountains, courts, statues, splendours, are all crowned for Christmas. The delicious negro is singing his Alabama choruses for Christmas and Bob. He has scarcely done, when, Tootarootatoo! Mr. Punch is performing his surprising actions, and hanging the beadle. The stalls are decorated. The refreshment-tables are piled with good things; at many fountains “MULLED CLARET” is written up in appetizing capitals. “Mulled Claret—oh, jolly! How cold it is!” says Bob; I pass on. “It’s only three o’clock,” says Bob. “No, only three,” I say, meekly. “We dine at seven,” sighs Bob, “and it’s so-o-o coo-old.” I still would take no hints. No claret, no refreshment, no sandwiches, no sausage-rolls for Bob. At last I am obliged to tell him all. Just before we left home, a little Christmas bill popped in at the door and emptied my purse at the threshold. I forgot all about the transaction, and had to borrow half-a-crown from John Coachman to pay for our entrance into the palace of delight. Now you see, Bob, why I could not treat you on that second of January when we drove to the palace together; when the girls and boys were sliding on the ponds at Dulwich; when the darkling river was full of floating ice, and the sun was like a warming-pan in the leaden sky.


One more Christmas sight we had, of course; and that sight I think I like as well as Bob himself at Christmas, and at all seasons. We went to a certain garden of delight, where, whatever your cares are, I think you can manage to forget some of them, and muse, and be not unhappy; to a garden beginning with a Z, which is as lively as Noah’s ark; where the fox has brought his brush, and the cock has brought his comb, and the elephant has brought his trunk, and the kangaroo has brought his bag, and the condor his old white wig and black satin hood. On this day it was so cold that the white bears winked their pink eyes, as they plapped up and down by their pool, and seemed to say, “ha, this weather reminds us of dear home!” “Cold! bah! I have got such a warm coat,” says brother Bruin, “I don’t mind;” and he laughs on his pole, and clucks down a bun. The squealing hyenas gnashed their teeth and laughed at us quite refreshingly at their window; and, cold as it was, Tiger, Tiger, burning bright, glared at us red-hot through his bars, and snorted blasts of hell. The woolly camel leered at us quite kindly as he paced round his ring on his silent pads. We went to our favourite places. Our dear wambat came up, and had himself scratched very affably. Our fellow-creatures in the monkey-room held out their little black hands, and piteously asked us for Christmas alms. Those darling alligators on their rock winked at us in the most friendly way. The solemn eagles sat alone, and scowled at us from their peaks; whilst little Tom Ratel tumbled over head and heels for us in his usual diverting manner. If I have cares in my mind, I come to the Zoo, and fancy they don’t pass the gate. I recognize my friends, my enemies, in countless cages. I entertained the eagle, the vulture, the old billy-goat, and the black-pated, crimson-necked, blear-eyed, baggy, hook-beaked old marabou stork yesterday at dinner; and when Bob’s aunt came to tea in the evening, and asked him what he had seen, he stepped up to her gravely, and said—




“First I saw the white bear, then I saw the black,


Then I saw the camel with a hump upon his back.


(Chorus of Children.)


— Then I saw the camel with a HUMP upon his back!


Then I saw the grey wolf, with mutton in his maw.


Then I saw the wambat waddle in the straw;


Then I saw the elephant with his waving trunk,


Then I saw the monkeys—mercy, how unpleasantly they—smelt!”




There. No one can beat that piece of wit can he Bob? And so it is all over; but we had a jolly time, whilst you were with us, hadn’t we? Present my respects to the doctor; and I hope my boy, we may spend another merry Christmas next year.




ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE


The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle
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I had called upon my friend Sherlock Holmes upon the second morning after Christmas, with the intention of wishing him the compliments of the season. He was lounging upon the sofa in a purple dressing-gown, a pipe-rack within his reach upon the right, and a pile of crumpled morning papers, evidently newly studied, near at hand. Beside the couch was a wooden chair, and on the angle of the back hung a very seedy and disreputable hard-felt hat, much the worse for wear, and cracked in several places. A lens and a forceps lying upon the seat of the chair suggested that the hat had been suspended in this manner for the purpose of examination.


“You are engaged,” said I; “perhaps I interrupt you.”


“Not at all. I am glad to have a friend with whom I can discuss my results. The matter is a perfectly trivial one”—he jerked his thumb in the direction of the old hat—“but there are points in connection with it which are not entirely devoid of interest and even of instruction.”


I seated myself in his armchair and warmed my hands before his crackling fire, for a sharp frost had set in, and the windows were thick with the ice crystals. “I suppose,” I remarked, “that, homely as it looks, this thing has some deadly story linked on to it—that it is the clue which will guide you in the solution of some mystery and the punishment of some crime.”


“No, no. No crime,” said Sherlock Holmes, laughing. “Only one of those whimsical little incidents which will happen when you have four million human beings all jostling each other within the space of a few square miles. Amid the action and reaction of so dense a swarm of humanity, every possible combination of events may be expected to take place, and many a little problem will be presented which may be striking and bizarre without being criminal. We have already had experience of such.”


“So much so,” I remarked, “that of the last six cases which I have added to my notes, three have been entirely free of any legal crime.”


“Precisely. You allude to my attempt to recover the Irene Adler papers, to the singular case of Miss Mary Sutherland, and to the adventure of the man with the twisted lip. Well, I have no doubt that this small matter will fall into the same innocent category. You know Peterson, the commissionaire?”


“Yes.”


“It is to him that this trophy belongs.”


“It is his hat.”


“No, no; he found it. Its owner is unknown. I beg that you will look upon it not as a battered billycock but as an intellectual problem. And, first, as to how it came here. It arrived upon Christmas morning, in company with a good fat goose, which is, I have no doubt, roasting at this moment in front of Peterson’s fire. The facts are these: about four o’clock on Christmas morning, Peterson, who, as you know, is a very honest fellow, was returning from some small jollification and was making his way homeward down Tottenham Court Road. In front of him he saw, in the gaslight, a tallish man, walking with a slight stagger, and carrying a white goose slung over his shoulder. As he reached the corner of Goodge Street, a row broke out between this stranger and a little knot of roughs. One of the latter knocked off the man’s hat, on which he raised his stick to defend himself and, swinging it over his head, smashed the shop window behind him. Peterson had rushed forward to protect the stranger from his assailants; but the man, shocked at having broken the window, and seeing an official-looking person in uniform rushing towards him, dropped his goose, took to his heels, and vanished amid the labyrinth of small streets which lie at the back of Tottenham Court Road. The roughs had also fled at the appearance of Peterson, so that he was left in possession of the field of battle, and also of the spoils of victory in the shape of this battered hat and a most unimpeachable Christmas goose.”


“Which surely he restored to their owner?”


“My dear fellow, there lies the problem. It is true that ‘For Mrs. Henry Baker’ was printed upon a small card which was tied to the bird’s left leg, and it is also true that the initials ‘H.B.’ are legible upon the lining of this hat; but as there are some thousands of Bakers, and some hundreds of Henry Bakers in this city of ours, it is not easy to restore lost property to any of them.”


“What, then, did Peterson do?”


“He brought round both hat and goose to me on Christmas morning, knowing that even the smallest problems are of interest to me. The goose we retained until this morning, when there were signs that, in spite of the slight frost, it would be well that it should be eaten without unnecessary delay. Its finder has carried it off, therefore, to fulfil the ultimate destiny of a goose, while I continue to retain the hat of the unknown gentleman who lost his Christmas dinner.”


“Did he not advertise?”


“No.”


“Then, what clue could you have as to his identity?”


“Only as much as we can deduce.”


“From his hat?”


“Precisely.”


“But you are joking. What can you gather from this old battered felt?”


“Here is my lens. You know my methods. What can you gather yourself as to the individuality of the man who has worn this article?”


I took the tattered object in my hands and turned it over rather ruefully. It was a very ordinary black hat of the usual round shape, hard and much the worse for wear. The lining had been of red silk, but was a good deal discoloured. There was no maker’s name; but, as Holmes had remarked, the initials “H.B.” were scrawled upon one side. It was pierced in the brim for a hat-securer, but the elastic was missing. For the rest, it was cracked, exceedingly dusty, and spotted in several places, although there seemed to have been some attempt to hide the discoloured patches by smearing them with ink.


“I can see nothing,” said I, handing it back to my friend.


“On the contrary, Watson, you can see everything. You fail, however, to reason from what you see. You are too timid in drawing your inferences.”


“Then, pray tell me what it is that you can infer from this hat?”


He picked it up and gazed at it in the peculiar introspective fashion which was characteristic of him. “It is perhaps less suggestive than it might have been,” he remarked, “and yet there are a few inferences which are very distinct, and a few others which represent at least a strong balance of probability. That the man was highly intellectual is of course obvious upon the face of it, and also that he was fairly well-to-do within the last three years, although he has now fallen upon evil days. He had foresight, but has less now than formerly, pointing to a moral retrogression, which, when taken with the decline of his fortunes, seems to indicate some evil influence, probably drink, at work upon him. This may account also for the obvious fact that his wife has ceased to love him.”


“My dear Holmes!”


“He has, however, retained some degree of self-respect,” he continued, disregarding my remonstrance. “He is a man who leads a sedentary life, goes out little, is out of training entirely, is middle-aged, has grizzled hair which he has had cut within the last few days, and which he anoints with lime-cream. These are the more patent facts which are to be deduced from his hat. Also, by the way, that it is extremely improbable that he has gas laid on in his house.”


“You are certainly joking, Holmes.”


“Not in the least. Is it possible that even now, when I give you these results, you are unable to see how they are attained?”


“I have no doubt that I am very stupid, but I must confess that I am unable to follow you. For example, how did you deduce that this man was intellectual?”


For answer Holmes clapped the hat upon his head. It came right over the forehead and settled upon the bridge of his nose. “It is a question of cubic capacity,” said he; “a man with so large a brain must have something in it.”


“The decline of his fortunes, then?”


“This hat is three years old. These flat brims curled at the edge came in then. It is a hat of the very best quality. Look at the band of ribbed silk and the excellent lining. If this man could afford to buy so expensive a hat three years ago, and has had no hat since, then he has assuredly gone down in the world.”


“Well, that is clear enough, certainly. But how about the foresight and the moral retrogression?”


Sherlock Holmes laughed. “Here is the foresight,” said he, putting his finger upon the little disc and loop of the hat-securer. “They are never sold upon hats. If this man ordered one, it is a sign of a certain amount of foresight, since he went out of his way to take this precaution against the wind. But since we see that he has broken the elastic and has not troubled to replace it, it is obvious that he has less foresight now than formerly, which is a distinct proof of a weakening nature. On the other hand, he has endeavoured to conceal some of these stains upon the felt by daubing them with ink, which is a sign that he has not entirely lost his self-respect.”


“Your reasoning is certainly plausible.”


“The further points, that he is middle-aged, that his hair is grizzled, that it has been recently cut, and that he uses lime-cream, are all to be gathered from a close examination of the lower part of the lining. The lens discloses a large number of hair-ends, clean cut by the scissors of the barber. They all appear to be adhesive, and there is a distinct odour of lime-cream. This dust, you will observe, is not the gritty, gray dust of the street but the fluffy brown dust of the house, showing that it has been hung up indoors most of the time; while the marks of moisture upon the inside are proof positive that the wearer perspired very freely, and could therefore, hardly be in the best of training.”


“But his wife—you said that she had ceased to love him.”


“This hat has not been brushed for weeks. When I see you, my dear Watson, with a week’s accumulation of dust upon your hat, and when your wife allows you to go out in such a state, I shall fear that you also have been unfortunate enough to lose your wife’s affection.”


“But he might be a bachelor.”


“Nay, he was bringing home the goose as a peace-offering to his wife. Remember the card upon the bird’s leg.”


“You have an answer to everything. But how on earth do you deduce that the gas is not laid on in his house?”


“One tallow stain, or even two, might come by chance; but when I see no less than five, I think that there can be little doubt that the individual must be brought into frequent contact with burning tallow-walks upstairs at night probably with his hat in one hand and a guttering candle in the other. Anyhow, he never got tallow-stains from a gas-jet. Are you satisfied?”


“Well, it is very ingenious,” said I, laughing; “but since, as you said just now, there has been no crime committed, and no harm done save the loss of a goose, all this seems to be rather a waste of energy.”


Sherlock Holmes had opened his mouth to reply, when the door flew open, and Peterson, the commissionaire, rushed into the apartment with flushed cheeks and the face of a man who is dazed with astonishment.


“The goose, Mr. Holmes! The goose, sir!” he gasped.


“Eh? What of it, then? Has it returned to life and flapped off through the kitchen window?” Holmes twisted himself round upon the sofa to get a fairer view of the man’s excited face.


“See here, sir! See what my wife found in its crop!” He held out his hand and displayed upon the center of the palm a brilliantly scintillating blue stone, rather smaller than a bean in size, but of such purity and radiance that it twinkled like an electric point in the dark hollow of his hand. Sherlock Holmes sat up with a whistle. “By Jove, Peterson!” said he, “this is treasure trove indeed. I suppose you know what you have got?”


“A diamond, sir? A precious stone. It cuts into glass as though it were putty.”


“It’s more than a precious stone. It is the precious stone.”


“Not the Countess of Morcar’s blue carbuncle!” I ejaculated.


“Precisely so. I ought to know its size and shape, seeing that I have read the advertisement about it in The Times every day lately. It is absolutely unique, and its value can only be conjectured, but the reward offered of £1000 is certainly not within a twentieth part of the market price.”


“A thousand pounds! Great Lord of mercy!” The commissionaire plumped down into a chair and stared from one to the other of us.


“That is the reward, and I have reason to know that there are sentimental considerations in the background which would induce the Countess to part with half her fortune if she could but recover the gem.”


“It was lost, if I remember aright, at the Hotel Cosmopolitan,” I remarked.


“Precisely so, on December 22nd, just five days ago. John Horner, a plumber, was accused of having abstracted it from the lady’s jewel-case. The evidence against him was so strong that the case has been referred to the Assizes. I have some account of the matter here, I believe.” He rummaged amid his newspapers, glancing over the dates, until at last he smoothed one out, doubled it over, and read the following paragraph:




‘Hotel Cosmopolitan Jewel Robbery. John Horner, 26, plumber, was brought up upon the charge of having upon the 22d inst., abstracted from the jewel-case of the Countess of Morcar the valuable gem known as the blue carbuncle. James Ryder, upper-attendant at the hotel, gave his evidence to the effect that he had shown Horner up to the dressing-room of the Countess of Morcar upon the day of the robbery in order that he might solder the second bar of the grate, which was loose. He had remained with Horner some little time, but had finally been called away. On returning, he found that Horner had disappeared, that the bureau had been forced open, and that the small morocco casket in which, as it afterwards transpired, the Countess was accustomed to keep her jewel, was lying empty upon the dressing-table. Ryder instantly gave the alarm, and Horner was arrested the same evening; but the stone could not be found either upon his person or in his rooms. Catherine Cusack, maid to the Countess, deposed to having heard Ryder’s cry of dismay on discovering the robbery, and to having rushed into the room, where she found matters as described by the last witness. Inspector Bradstreet, B division, gave evidence as to the arrest of Horner, who struggled frantically, and protested his innocence in the strongest terms. Evidence of a previous conviction for robbery having been given against the prisoner, the magistrate refused to deal summarily with the offence, but referred it to the Assizes. Horner, who had shown signs of intense emotion during the proceedings, fainted away at the conclusion and was carried out of court.




“Hum! So much for the police-court,” said Holmes thoughtfully, tossing aside the paper. “The question for us now to solve is the sequence of events leading from a rifled jewel-case at one end to the crop of a goose in Tottenham Court Road at the other. You see, Watson, our little deductions have suddenly assumed a much more important and less innocent aspect. Here is the stone; the stone came from the goose, and the goose came from Mr. Henry Baker, the gentleman with the bad hat and all the other characteristics with which I have bored you. So now we must set ourselves very seriously to finding this gentleman and ascertaining what part he has played in this little mystery. To do this, we must try the simplest means first, and these lie undoubtedly in an advertisement in all the evening papers. If this fails, I shall have recourse to other methods.”


“What will you say?”


“Give me a pencil and that slip of paper. Now, then:




Found at the corner of Goodge Street, a goose and a black felt hat. Mr. Henry Baker can have the same by applying at 6:30 this evening at 221B Baker Street.




That is clear and concise.”


“Very. But will he see it?”


“Well, he is sure to keep an eye on the papers, since, to a poor man, the loss was a heavy one. He was clearly so scared by his mischance in breaking the window and by the approach of Peterson that he thought of nothing but flight, but since then he must have bitterly regretted the impulse which caused him to drop his bird. Then, again, the introduction of his name will cause him to see it, for everyone who knows him will direct his attention to it. Here you are, Peterson, run down to the advertising agency and have this put in the evening papers.”


“In which, sir?”


“Oh, in the Globe, Star, Pall Mall, St. James’s, Evening News Standard, Echo, and any others that occur to you.”


“Very well, sir. And this stone?”


“Ah, yes, I shall keep the stone. Thank you. And, I say, Peterson, just buy a goose on your way back and leave it here with me, for we must have one to give to this gentleman in place of the one which your family is now devouring.”


When the commissionaire had gone, Holmes took up the stone and held it against the light. “It’s a bonny thing,” said he. “Just see how it glints and sparkles. Of course it is a nucleus and focus of crime. Every good stone is. They are the devil’s pet baits. In the larger and older jewels every facet may stand for a bloody deed. This stone is not yet twenty years old. It was found in the banks of the Amoy River in southern China and is remarkable in having every characteristic of the carbuncle, save that it is blue in shade instead of ruby red. In spite of its youth, it has already a sinister history. There have been two murders, a vitriol-throwing, a suicide, and several robberies brought about for the sake of this forty-grain weight of crystallized charcoal. Who would think that so pretty a toy would be a purveyor to the gallows and the prison? I’ll lock it up in my strong box now and drop a line to the Countess to say that we have it.”


“Do you think that this man Horner is innocent?”


“I cannot tell.”


“Well, then, do you imagine that this other one, Henry Baker, had anything to do with the matter?”


“It is, I think, much more likely that Henry Baker is an absolutely innocent man, who had no idea that the bird which he was carrying was of considerably more value than if it were made of solid gold. That, however, I shall determine by a very simple test if we have an answer to our advertisement.”


“And you can do nothing until then?”


“Nothing.”


“In that case I shall continue my professional round. But I shall come back in the evening at the hour you have mentioned, for I should like to see the solution of so tangled a business.”
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