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INTRODUCTION
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Born in Edinburgh, Scotland, in 1859, of a poor family of Irish descent, Arthur Conan Doyle became one of the most celebrated English writers of his time. He lived through the late Victorian era and the Boer War (in which he participated as a field doctor), the devastating trauma of World War I and the beginning of literary modernism in the 1920s. He died in Crowborough, Sussex, in 1930. He had trained as a doctor and struggled to establish a practice, but his efforts to supplement his income by writing met with success and he eventually left medicine to be an author.


Immensely productive and hardworking, he published an extraordinary quantity of work in a variety of genres. Though best known today for the Sherlock Holmes detective stories, he also wrote historical novels set in England in the Middle Ages and in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, adventure stories of the Napoleonic wars, science fiction, ghost stories, sporting tales, plays, memoirs, travel journals, polemics and war reportage. He pamphleteered about the Boer War and imperialistic exploitation in the Congo, warned of the approaching Great War and reported it from the Western front. In middle age he became profoundly attracted to Spiritualism, a craze that swept Europe and America in the years following the Great War. The stories and nonfiction collected here span the years from 1887 to 1921, and show the range and quality of his work.


Conan Doyle was an instinctive storyteller, with a Dickensian eye for the striking and often macabre detail. He shared Dickens’ sense of justice and social responsibility, his warm humanity and delight in the lively individuality of the characters he created. Like Dickens, he published his stories and novels, often in serial form, in the weekly magazines that were the staple of popular entertainment in the late nineteenth century. Like his younger contemporary and friend, H.G. Wells, he used his scientific education and medical training in his fiction, and challenged the prevailing belief in the idea of progress. Like Wells, he also became an important public figure whose opinion was sought on the crucial issues of the day, an influential speaker at a time when the lecture was a popular social event.


Following Edgar Allan Poe, Conan Doyle gave the detective story its modern form. Sherlock Holmes stands among the greatest characters in literature: Achilles and Aeneas, Faust and Hamlet, Don Juan and Don Quixote, Tristram Shandy and Tom Jones. Fond of conundrums and hieroglyphics, the tall, angular Holmes displays a preternatural acumen. He lives in seclusion, excludes sunlight from his chambers and tends to venture outside after nightfall, when his lucid intelligence pierces through the foggy atmosphere. A sexless bachelor, dilettante musician, amateur chemist and cocaine addict, he has erudite tastes. An expert in ciphers and much superior to the plodding police, he attracts suspects to his rooms through cunning newspaper advertisements. He indulges in abstract reflection while meditatively puffing his curved pipe and solves the crimes through crisp logical analysis. He exhibits virtuoso displays of arcane knowledge and identifies with the thoughts of the criminal, has uncanny powers of observation and can deduce occupations from physical appearance. His offhand remark—really an educated guess—in A Study in Scarlet: “You have been in Afghanistan, I perceive,” provokes Watson’s astonished exclamation: “How on earth did you know that?” He’s portrayed through the eyes of the dim but devoted Dr. Watson, who (like the reader) struggles to keep up with Holmes’ brilliant deductions and remains in the dark until the final startling revelation. Holmes is a pinnacle on the path that leads from Poe’s M. Dupin to Umberto Eco’s ratiocinative monk in The Name of the Rose.


A Study in Scarlet, published in Beeton’s Christmas Annual in 1887 and brought out in book form a year later, was written while Conan Doyle was still working as a doctor. The title may have been influenced by James McNeill Whistler, who gave his paintings such titles as Purple and Rose, Symphony in White and Nocturne in Black. In the first of the Sherlock Holmes mysteries Conan Doyle introduces Dr. Watson to Holmes—and his readers to both men—in a masterly way. The story begins as the autobiographical reminiscences of “John H. Watson M.D., Late of the Army Medical Department,” yet deftly launches into his vivid encounter with Sherlock Holmes. Invalided out of his regiment in India, Watson finds himself in London, convalescent, short of money and looking for lodgings. Young Stamford, a fellow student from his college days, tells him about the eccentric and dubious Holmes. Even the subjects that Holmes studies are mysterious—he spends hours in the chemistry lab and dissecting rooms, but is not a doctor. He’s been known to beat corpses to examine their bruises and has a “passion for definite and exact knowledge.” Stamford calls him “a compendium of criminal knowledge.”


Holmes and Watson quickly meet, agree to share rooms and, when Watson is casually invited to go along, are soon rumbling through grimy streets in hansom cabs, solving the mystery of the dead man in an empty house. Though utterly different in character, they are a complementary pair, for Watson’s training gives him an interest in forensic medicine and in Holmes’ ruling passion: crime and the criminal mind. Gregson and Lestrade, two of the bumbling London police detectives who ask for help and are always several steps behind Holmes, appear for the first time, as well as the landlady on the staircase and the gang of street urchins Holmes calls the Baker Street irregulars.


The first-person narrator is a hallmark of Conan Doyle’s fiction, and his use of Watson as the observer and interpreter of Holmes was a particularly brilliant stroke. He had hit upon a winning combination, and this first novel established a pattern for nearly all the sixty Sherlock Holmes stories and novellas he would write. Holmes once called Watson “my Boswell,” and the crime stories also comprise the biography of the detective. Holmes believes that “detection is, or ought to be, an exact science,” and always acknowledges Watson’s usefulness. Dr. Watson’s earnest puzzlement stimulates the detective, elicits his ideas and, not incidentally, pushes the narrative along. Watson is always the student, Holmes the teacher.


Conan Doyle was inspired to create Holmes by one of his instructors at the University of Edinburgh Medical School, Dr. Joseph Bell, a dazzling teacher who used observation and deductive skills to understand the patient and diagnose his disease. Holmes’ rivalry with the Scotland Yard policemen was based on Conan Doyle’s memories of the sharp debates among the professors.


Watson also describes Holmes’ effect on others, recording Gregson’s astonishment as Holmes draws yet another decisive yet inexplicable conclusion, and recapitulates the plot at convenient moments. He voices the reader’s response (as in “The Sign of Four”) by declaring: “This is all an insoluble mystery to me.” “On the contrary,” comes the reply. “It clears every instant. I only require a few missing links to have a perfectly connected case.” And we read on for story after story, wanting to know the details, mundane or exotic.


Conan Doyle was the most devoted of husbands and fathers, and with few exceptions his women characters are domestic angels with minor roles. Mary Marston in “The Sign of Four,” whom the susceptible Watson falls for and marries, is very like Louise Hawkins, Conan Doyle’s first wife. Most of his stories are structured around male relationships. In the first thirty pages of A Study in Scarlet we have not only an intriguing mystery, but the creation of an enduring male friendship that develops before our eyes. Watson expresses his admiration, and notices the effect on Holmes: “I had already observed that he was as sensitive to flattery on the score of his art as any girl could be of her beauty.”


Holmes has a dual temperament, energetic and dedicated to detection, but also given to depression and lassitude; if there’s no case to challenge him, he can spend days doing absolutely nothing. His interest in crime is all-absorbing and, without the presence of the stolid Watson, would verge on the obsessive and disturbing. His only recreations are music and cocaine. Watson, by contrast, is a bourgeois, sensible, compassionate man. At the crime scene he says, “I followed him with that subdued feeling at my heart which the presence of death inspires.” Though Watson is far from the bumbling fool portrayed in films and television—in this story he is young, thin and deeply tanned from his service in India—Holmes is much more intellectual. A coldly practical man of reason, he’s interested in the mysteries of human personality and uses motivation as an aid to solving the crime.


Watson, who in so many ways is Conan Doyle—the humane biographer of eccentric characters—keeps the reader anchored to a comforting world of firm moral values and commonsense responses. Watson’s bluff and hearty attitudes are a necessary foil to the mysterious and mercurial Holmes. Conan Doyle’s great admirer, P.G. Wodehouse, paid him the compliment of creating another set of immortal male companions—the dim and accident-prone Bertie Wooster and his shrewd butler Jeeves—a comic variant of Watson and Holmes. And like Conan Doyle, Wodehouse developed a perennially entertaining art.


Part One of A Study in Scarlet ends as Holmes arrests the perpetrator. Part Two, omitted here, lacks the swift pace and interest of the first, though we sympathize with the murderer, Jefferson Hope, when he tells his story. This goes back forty years, to Utah and the Mormon pioneers who settled Salt Lake City, and Brigham Young himself makes an appearance. Hope has killed Drebber and Stangerson in revenge for the deaths of John Ferrier and his adopted daughter Lucy. She was promised in marriage to Hope, but was abducted and forced to marry the gross and greedy Drebber (a good name for a villain). Hope, who knew his victims were guilty and would never be convicted, has spent his life pursuing them, but dies of an aneurysm before he can be brought to trial. Conan Doyle was far more at home in Baker Street than in the Utah Desert, and Holmes concludes the story by describing to Watson his process of “reasoning backward” or working out the steps that could have led to the murder. Watson is ecstatic and declares: “Your merits should be publicly recognized. You should publish an account of the case. If you won’t I will for you.” Gregson and Lestrade are given the credit in the press, and Watson’s career as Holmes’ Boswell is born.


The second Holmes story, “The Sign of Four,” which begins with the remarkable sight of Holmes taking down his hypodermic syringe from its neat morocco case and injecting himself with cocaine as Watson watches disapprovingly, contains a locked-room murder and an exciting chase, worthy of Dickens, along the Thames. But the criminal’s long and far-fetched narrative of pursuit and revenge—exacted by means of poisoned darts—makes the story drag. By the time he wrote the third Holmes mystery, “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Conan Doyle realized that he excelled at describing the process of detection and the interplay of his two great characters, and could do without exotic crimes and digressions. As long as the solution was interesting and the motivation plausible, his readers had far rather watch and listen to Holmes than anyone else. The much shorter and more satirical “A Scandal in Bohemia,” published in 1891 in a new magazine, the Strand, shows Conan Doyle hitting his stride. He also saw that he could produce a series of stories about one character more easily and profitably than a serial novel. Over the years the Strand grew rich on the popularity of Sherlock Holmes.


Conan Doyle managed his material so economically and circumstantially, and Sherlock Holmes was such a vivid personality, that people began to think of him as a real person living in a real world. In “A Scandal in Bohemia” Watson even gives the date he happened to drop in on Holmes in Baker Street—March 20, 1888. The events take place some years after A Study in Scarlet, and the contrast between the two friends is all the greater. Watson is now happily married and working as a doctor, and Holmes, with an established international reputation as a detective, is as cold and precise as ever. A “reasoning and observing machine,” he loathes society, cannot feel emotion, and still alternates between cocaine and ambition. But the story centers on Irene Adler, American opera singer and adventuress (quite the opposite of Watson’s sweet Mary—but then Holmes would not want such a wife), who belies Holmes’ scorn for the intellect of women, and is ever after called the woman. By creating a bold exception to Holmes’ indifference to women, Conan Doyle makes him a deeper and more complex character, and cleverly sets up his readers’ expectations for the sequel.


The pace of the story cracks along, with vivid attention to visual detail, from the marks on Watson’s shoes to the Bohemian client’s deep blue cloak lined with flame-colored silk, and with an emphasis on sound that makes Conan Doyle’s London so atmospheric: “the sharp sound of horses’ hoofs and grating wheels against the curb, followed by a sharp pull at the bell.” The story displays Holmes’ gifts for acting and disguise, and for setting up a situation that will force the guilty party’s hand, and ends with a witty flourish as he shows chivalrous disdain for the King.


Conan Doyle was greatly influenced by Poe’s Tales of Mystery and Imagination and imitated Poe’s scientific horror tales. “The Los Amigos Fiasco” (1892), also narrated by a doctor, is a blend of science fiction and tall tale set in the American West. The town of Los Amigos prides itself on its giant electric generators and, hearing of clumsy attempts in the East to execute offenders by this method, sets out to electrocute the next man guilty of a capital crime and do a better job of it. Their grisly attempts meet with comic results. At a time when electrocution was an innovative and controversial method of execution, Conan Doyle used the supernatural to make fun of technological progress.


In “The Case of Lady Sannox” (1893), a horror story, a doctor is once again a main character. The first paragraph boldly tells us the disastrous fate of Douglas Stone. A celebrated surgeon with a society practice, he has suffered some terrible shock that has rendered his brain, in one of Conan Doyle’s homely but striking similes, “as valuable as a cap full of porridge.” This is the author at his most sophisticated. Everyday social life is cruel enough, he suggests, noting how the gossip goes round “over the teacups in snug little drawing-rooms or with the aid of a cigar in the bow windows of clubs.” If the characters are worthy of Oscar Wilde—the sensual, luxury-loving Stone; the man-eating beauty, Lady Sannox; the icy Lord Sannox, with thin lips, heavy eyelids and a Sherlockian talent for acting, who consoles himself with his orchids for the infidelities of his wife—the savage denouement is as sadistic as the stories of Saki. As in so many of his tales, Conan Doyle makes our shudders enjoyable by engaging our sense of justice and creating sympathy for the villain.


Conan Doyle published several lengthy and enormously successful historical novels that are rarely read today. Far more enduring and appealing are the short stories of Brigadier Etienne Gerard, an officer in Napoleon’s army. Conan Doyle researched the period exhaustively, based Gerard’s exploits on the real-life memoirs of General Marbot, created a classic boys’ adventure hero and constructed action-packed plots, with duels, moonlit rides and hairbreadth escapes. In the first of the stories, “How the Brigadier Came to the Castle of Gloom” (1894), the vain, boastful Gerard narrates in his “French” style. Like an Errol Flynn character, brave, masculine and patriotic, devoted to the regiment and to his beloved black horse Rataplan, Gerard is as proud of his endurance as of his legs in the tight-fitting cavalry trousers. Though he constantly refers to his liaisons with women, in keeping with the genre we never hear about any of them in detail. Though willing to die anytime—for the right reason—he is a prudent soldier and resourceful survivor, with his eye on the chance of promotion. The story has entrapment in a Poe-like castle, a tiny key and door out of Alice in Wonderland, a damsel in distress and a fiery explosion worthy of a Hollywood epic.


The second story in the volume, “How the Brigadier Slew the Brothers of Ajaccio” (1895), shows Gerard conversing with great historical figures, and even with the Emperor himself. The statesman Talleyrand and Napoleon come vividly to life through the eyes of the astonished Gerard. The black-clad diplomat contrasts with Gerard’s Colonel, who sits down “with a clash and jangle like a prancing charger,” and the Emperor is revealed to be still a Corsican at heart. Quartered in Fontainebleau in 1807 after a peace has been concluded (although “the old Bulldog over the Channel was still growling”), Gerard is called upon to help Napoleon. Colonel Lasalle describes Gerard as “all spurs and moustaches, with never a thought beyond women and horses,” but his capacity to act bravely and without thinking lands him the job. Napoleon is the brigadier’s hero, but the egalitarian Gerard takes pride in his own skill and his part in the French conquests: “he was the finest leader in the world, but we did not forget that he had the finest men to lead.” Gerard is tricked once again, but he lives to save his leader from scandal—as it turns out, the real danger.


In 1895 Conan Doyle published The Stark Munro Letters, a series of autobiographical letters written by J. Stark Munro, a struggling young doctor, to “Dear Bertie,” an American college friend. The novel barely disguises Conan Doyle’s own life—the tall, athletic J. Stark Munro is clearly A. Conan Doyle—and the writing is fresh, natural and colloquial. Munro’s job as assistant to an excellent, hard-working doctor with a huge practice in a mining village corresponds to Conan Doyle’s work in industrial Birmingham as an assistant to the first-rate Dr. Hoare. Munro is a sympathetic narrator, a compassionate observer of the details of poverty who shows sympathy and respect for the working people he serves. He says of the miners: “I like the grip of their greasy and blackened hands.”


Munro is fired from his job—taking care of a mentally ill young man—for his religious views, a reworking of Conan Doyle’s bitter break with his wealthy Catholic relatives in London. They could have helped him start his career, but withdrew their support when he admitted that he had lost his faith. Munro (like Conan Doyle) believes Christ was a human being, not a god, and argues against Christianity and for principled humanism. In this charming book the only longueurs are the religious and philosophical ramblings, though they do suggest the independent-minded and earnest character of the narrator.


Munro’s devotion to his mother and her anger with him for associating with the unscrupulous Cullingworth, an unstable and unprincipled young doctor, is also taken from real life. The book’s richly comic focus is on Munro’s hilarious and disastrous relationship with this man, who advises Munro (like Watson, a solid citizen and caring doctor): “Break your patients in early, and keep them well to heel.” He corresponds in real life to the madly eccentric and paranoid Dr. Budd, a medical school classmate who offered Conan Doyle a job in Plymouth when he had absolutely no other possibilities. Cullingworth is said to have left considerable debts behind him in “Avon,” as Budd had done in Bristol. Conan Doyle’s mother was furious to hear that Budd was making money in Plymouth but refusing to pay off his debts. The two chapters included here describe Budd’s fraudulent practice and their break a few months later. When they parted Budd agreed to send him money each month to support him in his new practice, but then claimed to have found an insulting letter from Conan Doyle’s mother and withdrew his offer. Budd had evidently gone through Conan Doyle’s possessions and had been reading his letters all along—which explained his volatile attitude to his assistant. Conan Doyle saw that he’d been completely taken in by Budd (who meant to get him stranded and penniless), but the only revenge he took was creating the comically evil figure of Cullingworth, the doctor as showman and bully.


Conan Doyle poured his heart into this book, as he looked back from the success and prosperity of his mid-thirties to the joys and hardships of his impoverished early years in Southsea, a suburb of Portsmouth. After the parting with Cullingworth the letters describe Munro’s first evening in “Birchespool” (a fictional name for Portsmouth) when—like the muscular and chivalrous Conan Doyle in real life—he got involved in a street fight. He attempts to get clients with the aid of the hard-drinking but well-meaning Captain Whitehall, and sets up home and business with some cheap furniture and a brass nameplate (which he polishes himself at night, so that no one would see that he had no servant). His mother in Scotland, sinking ever deeper into poverty, sends his schoolboy younger brother to live with him, and they both scrape by on bread and potatoes. After subletting to some undesirables, Munro finds the perfect tenant and marries the sister of a dying patient he had taken into his home, exactly as Conan Doyle had done. In a postscript the young Munro and his wife are inexplicably killed off in a railway accident—just as his career as a doctor is launched. Though he later returned to it in his autobiography, it was perhaps Conan Doyle’s way of closing off this part of his life.


“The King of the Foxes” (1898), a sporting tale, gives the conventional fox-hunting tall story a macabre and comic twist. For his description of the chase Conan Doyle may have drawn on the great wolf hunt in War and Peace (Part 7, Chapters 3–5), in which the wolf terrifies the dogs, but is captured alive and strung up for display with a stick in its mouth. The story was certainly influenced by the fox-hunting novels of Robert Surtees and by Somerville and Ross’ The Silver Fox (1897); it led, in turn, to Siegfried Sassoon’s classic Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man (1928).


The main character, Wat Danbury, a wealthy young farmer who’s advised by the sensible Dr. Middleton that he’s on the verge of alcoholism, goes hunting to clear his head. The breathless narrative—whose speed is conveyed by active verbs and present participles—builds excitement and suspense, as no one even glimpses the quarry, and the run of the hounds, longer and longer, goes over the Sussex Downs and nearly reaches the sea. Many of the dogs are lamed and all the other riders gradually fall by the wayside, until Wat, the only huntsman left, “has tasted the highest which [fox-hunting] can offer.” The bloody climax reveals the irony of this comment, and Wat’s reaction undercuts the much-vaunted thrill of the hunt. Cruel and violent, like other traditional blood sports, fox-hunting has recently been banned in England under the rules of the European Community. Though Conan Doyle was a keen sportsman, and exploits the scarlet coats and the sounds of the hunting horn for all they are worth, it is clear that his sympathies lay with the hunted.


Conan Doyle’s stories are economical in style and structure. He uses skillful repetition but never wastes words, and fits all the elements of the tale together in a satisfying whole. On the first page of “The Brazilian Cat” (1898), another story featuring a savage animal, this time in combination with a sadistic human being, the narrator’s own voice conveys his naive and foolish character. The spoiled young man about town, Marshall King, in dire financial straits, gets a sudden invitation to visit the country house of his rich cousin Everard, who’s returned from Brazil the previous year. Conan Doyle’s mysteries often proceed by a cluster of contrasts, and this is true of both main characters. Marshall will inherit a large estate, but is bankrupt; Everard dresses like a South American planter and surrounds himself with exotic fauna, but lives in a solid manor house called “Greylands.” Everard’s wife is elegant and poised, but viciously rude. The black panther is beautifully chromatic, with “yellow eyes gleaming and his scarlet tongue rippling and quivering over the white line of his jagged teeth,” yet he is also a “malignant sight.”


As in Poe’s horror tale “The Pit and the Pendulum,” Conan Doyle’s young protagonist has to extricate himself from an apparently hopeless trap, and the pleasure of the story lies in the vivid details of his plight. In a typically domestic image, Conan Doyle describes the cat’s “fetid breath . . . like the steam from some foul pot.” The ironic plot has some darkly comic moments. Marshall, accustomed to privilege, assumes that his cousin is simply being generous. Even the dogcart driver who carries him up to the house is more circumspect, remarking that Mr. King is so unnaturally generous that he must have “parliamentary ambitions.” Everard, showing off his pet, observes: “I think that I have inflicted my hobby upon you long enough,” though the ironic remark is lost on Marshall. The whole story is a grisly satire on the hazards of visiting country houses and maniacal hosts.


Conan Doyle loved to play with conventional genres, and “The Brown Hand” (1899) is a ghost story with a comic twist. His tales were much in demand for weekly magazines, and he ingeniously varied the basic plots he used to supply them. Like “The Brazilian Cat,” “The Brown Hand” is based on the visit of a poor relation to a rich relative newly returned from an exotic country. The middle-aged, self-satisfied Dr. Hardacre, narrating the story, explains how he ceased to be “a hard-working and impecunious medical man” and came into money and property. Summoned to visit his uncle, a famous surgeon who’s retired to England from years of practicing in India, Hardacre approaches Rodenhurst through the weird tumuli that suggest ancient graves. Like Poe’s House of Usher, the house is neglected and broken-down. Conan Doyle’s description of Sir Dominick Holden stresses the contrast between his craggy strength of character and keen light-blue eyes, and “the look which tells of spirit cowed and crushed, the furtive, expectant look of the dog whose master has taken the whip from the rack.” The house is haunted, but Hardacre has dabbled in Psychic Research and feels equal to solving the mystery. He earns his uncle’s gratitude by slaying the ghost—but not before making an obvious blunder.


Like his protagonist, Conan Doyle had been interested in the paranormal for many years without taking it very seriously. The ghost story was a popular Victorian genre (the most famous being Dickens’s A Christmas Carol) and continued to be so through the turn of the century. Rudyard Kipling and Henry James wrote fine examples. The curious tone of this story, in which the calm and objective doctor accepts the ghost’s claims on his uncle and solves the problem in a practical way, reflects Conan Doyle’s rather ambivalent attitude, at this point, to the supernatural. Later on, Spiritualism would completely fascinate and absorb him.


To his credit Conan Doyle used his skills as a writer to defend those he felt had been wronged. He wrote a short book in defense of British conduct in the Boer War, for which he was knighted in 1902. In 1906 he took up the cause of George Edalji, a strange man unjustly convicted and imprisoned for mutilating animals; and in 1912 he set to work on behalf of Oscar Slater, a German immigrant and petty criminal framed for a murder in Glasgow. Slater escaped execution but served sixteen years in jail before the renewed efforts of Conan Doyle and others secured his freedom. Conan Doyle also worked on reform of the divorce law. He gave an enormous amount of time to all these crusades, often negotiating with obstructive officials and working his connections to reach his goal.


In 1909, in The Crime of the Congo, he used his influence in a larger political issue. From 1865 until 1908 the Congo, a vast country in the heart of Africa, was a colonial territory that did not belong to another state, but was the personal property of King Leopold II of Belgium. In “Geography and Some Explorers” (1924) Joseph Conrad, captain of a Congo steamboat in 1890, called the Belgians’ ruthless quest for riches “the vilest scramble for loot that ever disfigured the history of human conscience and geographical exploration.” In Conan Doyle’s polemic, as in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899), the supposedly civilized Europeans are infinitely more barbaric than the “primitive” Africans.


Conan Doyle’s effective method is to give the historical background and offer vivid, stomach-turning descriptions of the brutalities committed in the Congo, based on the eye-witness accounts of European missionaries, traders, travelers and diplomats. One mutilated boy reported that though “wounded at the time he was perfectly sensible of the severing of his wrist, but lay still fearing that if he moved he would be killed.” “Women had been killed by thrusting sticks into them from below.” In a land where many people were starving, human corpses were efficiently recycled, cut up and eaten.


Conan Doyle places the guilt for these atrocities, for twenty years of uninterrupted slaughter, directly upon King Leopold. “Never before,” he thunders in his Preface, “has there been such a mixture of wholesale expropriation and wholesale massacre all done under an odious guise of philanthropy.” The State, having flagrantly violated every condition and principle on which it was founded—the introduction of Christianity and the abolition of slavery—must (he argued) be taken “from hands which have proved so unworthy and place[d] in conditions which shall no longer be a disgrace to European civilization.” The Congo must, he urged, be returned to the people from whom it was stolen.


Enraged by this cruel injustice and writing at white heat, Conan Doyle completed the entire 45,000-word polemic in only eight days. E. D. Morel, head of the Congo Reform Association, attested to the effectiveness of the pamphlet, which led to radical changes in the way the colony was governed: “It was not his book—excellent as it was—nor his manly eloquence on the platform, nor the influence he wielded in rallying influential men to our cause, which helped us most. It was just the fact that he was—Conan Doyle; and that he was with us.”


One of Doyle’s main informants was the tall, handsome Roger Casement, an Irishman who had been British consul at Boma. He’d shared a hut with Conrad in the Congo, and was a model for the wandering and elusive “Russian in motley” in Heart of Darkness. Casement’s 1903 investigation into the treatment of rubber workers in the Upper Congo, which helped put an end to their cruel exploitation, was one of the great humanitarian achievements of its time. It brought him worldwide fame and a knighthood.


After retiring from the Colonial Service because of poor health, Casement became active in the Irish nationalist movement. At the time of the abortive Easter rebellion in 1916, he was landed on the Irish coast from a German submarine and instantly captured. In June 1916 he was convicted of treason and sentenced to hang. Though Conan Doyle—along with Bernard Shaw and other writers—made a public appeal for clemency, there was little sympathy for Casement during the war and he was executed in August.


Conan Doyle is said to have based the appearance and speech of Lord John Roxton, one of the characters in his Professor Challenger stories, on Roger Casement. In 1912 Conan Doyle published The Lost World, an early Jurassic Park and one of his best adventure novels, featuring a new set of characters. Professor Challenger, the combative zoology professor, throws down challenges to the scientific world. At the beginning of The Lost World he maintains that on a previous visit to the Amazon he has seen evidence of the existence of prehistoric animals and people, and persuades three men to go with him on a new expedition: Professor Summerlee, a botanist, Lord John Roxton, a hunter and explorer, and James Malone, a young reporter on the Gazette. Malone narrates the story in the form of reports to his Scottish editor, McArdle, back in London.


In The Lost World Conan Doyle established the contrasting characters that he drew on for its sequel, The Poison Belt (1913). Challenger could not be more different from Sherlock Holmes in appearance—he is short, barrel-chested, red-cheeked and black-haired, with a thick “Assyrian” beard. Arrogant, hot-tempered and willing to come to blows to defend his theories, he has a comically exaggerated self-confidence and sense of superiority, and enrages the members of the Zoological Society. But, like Holmes, he is dedicated to a ruling passion, is master of information unknown to anyone else and has a brilliant knack of finding a way out of an apparently impossible jam. In The Lost World Challenger announced his optimistic credo: whatever the problem, he “cannot doubt that the intellect can solve it.” Summerlee, his physical opposite, is a sneering and equally contentious botanist. As with Sherlock Holmes, Conan Doyle based these characters on recognizable Edinburgh professors. Throughout The Lost World he extracts plenty of fun from the quarrelsome and vain couple. At one point, attacked by a fearsome tribe of ape-men, they continue a heated debate about exactly what species they belong to. Lord John Roxton is a huntin’ and fishin’ man, and he and young Malone provide the common sense and muscle for the expedition.


The Lost World is a classic adventure story, where our heroes face one problem and joyously overcome it, only to confront another round the corner. It takes place among savages, carnivorous dinosaurs and swamp-dwelling pterodactyls. The Poison Belt, a sort of doomsday comedy, is a science fiction set in Conan Doyle’s contemporary England. At the Gazette in London, Malone hears the disturbing news that whole populations in tropical countries are falling ill and dying for no discernible reason. At the same time Professor Challenger summons him down to his house in the country, and asks him to bring a canister of oxygen. At the shop he meets Summerlee and Roxton on the same errand. There is something strange in the air—the cabdriver picks a quarrel when Malone cancels his ride to the station, and people seem to be driving erratically and fighting on street-corners. Once in the train the friends quarrel bitterly and Summerlee is especially rude. Later on, it transpires that all three have been talking nonstop nonsense and have paid no attention to what anyone else is saying. Challenger then tells them the reason. He theorizes that the earth is entering a belt of poisonous ether that will exterminate mankind and that they are suffering its first effects.


Conan Doyle uses the comedy of character to keep the tone light, even when they are destined to be the last people left on earth. Challenger is an irascible employer at the best of times, and has once again fired Austin, his loyal chauffeur and butler. This comic exchange between the gloomy master and imperturbable servant shows why Wodehouse so admired Conan Doyle:


“Austin!” said his master.


“Yes, sir?”


“I thank you for your faithful service.”


A smile stole over the servant’s gnarled face.


“I’ve done my duty, sir.”


“I’m expecting the end of the world today, Austin.”


“Yes, sir. What time, sir?”


“I can’t say, Austin. Before evening.”


“Very good, sir.”


According to Challenger’s telegrams, “the less developed races” have already been wiped out, and people in the northern latitudes are slower to succumb. Conan Doyle gets off some witty barbs about the mental excitement that the poison causes: reports from France indicate riots in Paris, “Tumult of vine growers at Nimes. Socialistic upheaval at Toulon”—as if Socialism were a feverish disorder. There is a fairy-tale element in the novel, as the group (kept alive by their oxygen) look out of the window and see people, like the inhabitants in Sleeping Beauty’s castle, who have dropped in their tracks. The conclusion of the novel is equally magical.


Conan Doyle had lost his faith in Christianity in his student days. But in 1893, the year his father died and his wife Louise contracted tuberculosis, he’d joined the Society for Psychical Research. It had many socially prominent members and was keen to use his fame to promote their beliefs. For many years he’d been interested in the possible existence of spirits, and in Southsea he had joined in seances and table-turning, a popular diversion in those days. After he joined the Society he participated in poltergeist investigations, and seems to have convinced himself of the existence of the spirit world.


Challenger’s reflections on death and dying in The Poison Belt seem to foreshadow the direction of Conan Doyle’s views. In response to Summerlee’s materialism, Challenger argues: “Nature may build a beautiful door and hang it with many a gauzy and shimmering curtain to make an entrance to the new life for our wondering souls. In all my probings of the actual, I have always found wisdom and kindness at the core; and if ever the frightened mortal needs tenderness, it is surely as he makes the passage perilous from life to life.” Death, he claims, cannot destroy that “something” in each of us “which uses matter, but is not of it.” Challenger’s wife falls into a swoon as she is overcome by the poison, and is revived with oxygen. “Oh, George,” she exclaims, “I am so sorry you brought me back. . . . The door of death is indeed, as you said, hung with beautiful, shimmering curtains; for, once the choking feeling had passed, it was all unspeakably soothing and beautiful. Why have you dragged me back?”


Conan Doyle uses the “what if?” suppositions of science fiction to discuss other issues besides the question of life after death. The men wonder if they can rescue anything from the centuries of culture and learning that have apparently come to an end. The idea of the termination of all human life stands in vivid contrast to the perfect summer day outside and the calm, settled, perfect world that is prewar England’s green and pleasant land. The young nursemaid who drops dead by the side of the road, along with the baby in the baby carriage, is a poignant image of new life destroyed. H.G. Wells’ In the Days of the Comet (1906), another science fiction novel about the impact on the population of a natural cataclysm—the collision of the earth with a comet—predates The Poison Belt by some years and provides an interesting comparison. Wells, more optimistic about the uses of technology than Conan Doyle, imagines the comet bringing about radical yet benign social change. The Poison Belt, however, shows that Conan Doyle wanted the world to stay the same. As different as they are, both writers seemed to be sensing—and fearing—that they were coming to the end of an era.


In “Danger! Being the Log of Captain John Sirius,” the fear is no longer vague and is focused on the enemy. Conan Doyle combines the roles of pamphleteer, polemicist and storyteller in a futuristic, technological story about submarine warfare. This effective piece of propaganda, published in the Strand in February 1914, was written to show the British public how vulnerable they would be in the coming war. Several naval experts were invited to comment on the story, and their remarks were published alongside it. Most agreed that a food stockpile was an urgent necessity, but doubted that the advanced submarines described in the story could be built in the near future. Two admirals maintained that no civilized nation would attack defenseless merchant ships or neutral vessels, or violate territorial waters. Such ostrich-like responses enraged Conan Doyle. A year later, the Germans announced a plan to blockade England by sinking merchant vessels, and in a propaganda twist of their own, attributed the idea to Conan Doyle.


The boastful and proud Captain Sirius, commander of a fleet of eight submarines belonging to Norland (“one of the smallest powers in Europe,” but clearly referring to Germany), tells an exciting David-and-Goliath story, set a year in the future, in 1915. When war is declared the British Navy has easily captured Norland’s main ports and disabled her shipping, but Sirius’ nimble fleet eludes British planes and ships, effectively blockades the British Isles and starves the nation into submission. With a fleet of small, powerful submarines, carrying a limited crew and an extra number of narrow torpedoes, as well as extra fuel and supplies, Sirius has forced Britain to surrender.


Despite the rumors of war on the continent, England in early 1914 was a complacent country. It had a great source of wealth in its Empire, which provided captive markets for its industries, and had had no experience of major wars for nearly a hundred years. The story was designed to shock—war had not yet been declared—and Conan Doyle used a variety of techniques to construct a convincing sequence of events. He mastered the nautical jargon sufficiently to suggest life on board a submarine, and used specific geographical points and place-names to indicate the attacks. He devised newspaper headlines and reports, sometimes in ironic contrast to the events as seen by Captain Sirius—a technique Orwell imitated in Nineteen Eighty-Four. The sinkings are punctuated by the announcements of the price of wheat, maize and barley, which serve to prove the captain’s point. The cold, military mind of the narrator sneers at the British notions of fair play and international law. The openness of the press helps him plan his strategy and, because the conventional British defenses can do little to stop him, he sinks neutral ships with impunity.


Conan Doyle’s prediction came true. The Germans conducted a deadly campaign against British merchant shipping and even sank ships of neutral nations that brought goods to Britain. Sirius describes the sinking of a magnificent ship which went down “like a broken eggshell.” In May 1915, just over a year after the story was published, German submarines sank the Lusitania, a British luxury liner, off the Irish coast. Well over a thousand lives, including 124 Americans, were lost, and this disaster influenced the American decision to enter the war. Conan Doyle wrote the story to urge action, and he partly succeeded. By the end of the war the British had developed depth-charges and other methods to counter submarines, and took measures to store supplies and improve food production. One of his key ideas was recently carried out: the building of a tunnel under the English Channel.


It was highly ironic that the German invasion in August 1914 of “gallant little Belgium,” which had so recently committed unspeakable atrocities in the Congo, was the immediate cause of Britain’s entry into World War I. In May 1916—between the German attack on Verdun and the Second Battle of Ypres—Conan Doyle, rigged out in a specially designed uniform, left for France on a navy destroyer with General Sir William Robertson, the British chief of staff, to visit the British, French and Italian fronts. On his return he published A Visit to Three Fronts (1916).


As an important national figure and tremendously persuasive patriot, Conan Doyle was kept well out of danger. He reported glimpses and impressions rather than actual military combat; mixed first-hand accounts and propaganda; and took childish delight in the bloody carnage. He idealized and hero-worshipped the soldiers at the front, and said they had “hard, strong, rugged features, and the eyes of men who have seen strange sights.”


Though the soldiers wallowed in mud and were infested with lice and rats, Conan Doyle thought the front trench was “surely the most wonderful spot in the world.” The Ypres Salient, at which so many men had been and would be slaughtered, he romanticized as a “marvelous spectacle.” The ruined town, pulverized to nothingness, was in Conan Doyle’s insistent poetic alliteration, a Poesque “city of a dream, this modern Pompeii, destroyed, deserted and desecrated, but with a sad, proud dignity.” Employing a striking image, he described Germany as “a weary and furious bull, tethered fast in place of trespass and waiting for the inevitable pole-axe.” Unfortunately, Europe had to endure two and a half more years of war and millions of civilian and military deaths before a doomed Germany would finally succumb to the mortal blow.


Conan Doyle’s naive, buoyant and boyish book was effective and no doubt sincere propaganda. Caught up in the jingoistic atmosphere of 1916, he sneered at conscientious objectors, whom he called “neurotic and largely be-spectacled.” Though his visit was stage-managed, he lacked the imagination to grasp the true horrors of trench warfare on the Western front, had no idea of where the war was going and what it would achieve. It needed the savage poetry of Edward Thomas and Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves and Isaac Rosenberg to bring home the truth—along with all the mutilated bodies, after the war was over—that the sacrifice had been meaningless. In Wilfred Owens poems, the British soldiers are battered and exhausted:




Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,


Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,


Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs,


And towards our distant rest began to trudge.





Though it may seem unfair to compare the greatest war poetry with a piece of military propaganda, its grim vision puts Conan Doyle’s good cheer in its proper perspective.


The death in October 1918 of his son Kingsley—weakened from his injuries on the Somme and a victim of the influenza epidemic—finally brought home to Conan Doyle the cost of this terrible war. His bereavement served to deepen his commitment to Spiritualism, which allowed him to believe that his son had not only entered a better world, but was also present among the living. Conan Doyle’s attitude to religion was typical of a certain type of educated Victorian whose faith was challenged by the new scientific discoveries. Born in the same year that Darwin published The Origin of Species, he detested his religious indoctrination at Stonyhurst, his Jesuit boarding school, and rejected his family’s Catholicism. For years he’d maintained that it was impossible to believe in something he could not see and could not be proved. Unlike other intellectuals who replaced Christianity with humanism, he paradoxically became fascinated by all aspects of the occult—hypnotism, Theosophy and oriental mysticism. In 1917 he astonished friends and readers by publicly announcing his conversion to Spiritualism. This quasi-religion attempted to communicate through mediums with the spirits of the dead and to make sense of this world through insights from the other-world.


Conan Doyle’s The Wanderings of a Spiritualist (1921) is a rather rambling account of his lecture tour to Australia and New Zealand. He took his wife Jean (Louise had died in 1906 and he had remarried a year later) and their three young children, as well as the children’s nanny, the redoubtable Jakeman, and his secretary, Major Wood. In the first chapter he announces the purpose of his trip: to enlighten as many people as possible about “the overwhelming importance of this subject. . . . All other work which I had ever done, or could ever do, was as nothing compared to this.” He wants to “bring consolation to bruised hearts”—to those grieving for sons and husbands lost in World War I.


At Gibraltar, the first stop in his itinerary, Conan Doyle takes the opportunity to urge the English to hand it back to Spain or exchange it for Ceuta, the Spanish city on the coast of Morocco. The ship then goes to Aden and Colombo, and makes its first stop at Fremantle, in Western Australia. Chapter III (included here) covers his visit to Adelaide, where he was respectfully received. He went on to Melbourne, where he met some stormy hecklers and got a hotter reception from the press, and to Sydney. He then traveled to New Zealand by ship, making the short but stormy passage from North to South Island. Conan Doyle acknowledges that his book is an unstructured affair, but his relaxed epistolary style is always readable. It’s a mixture of travelogue, political and social commentary, remarks on the recent war (he barely disguises his loathing of the Germans) and accounts of his own lectures and social contacts, especially his meetings with locally famous mediums. In missionary mode, he lectured on the ship when asked to do so.


Upon his arrival in Adelaide he meets Mr. Smythe, the impresario who accompanies them on the trip and constantly expresses his amazement at the huge audiences he’s attracted. Conan Doyle made about £750 profit from the tour, even after paying the expenses for his party of seven, and he proudly includes this information. He used the money to set up a Spiritualist foundation in Australia. In Chapter III he also includes some pages of local color, reporting on the Australian drought and the indebtedness and despair of farmers, as well as his meeting with Bellchambers, a rugged immigrant farmer from Sussex. The book is shamelessly padded with quotations from the press and references to Conan Doyle’s “world celebrity and his mission.” In this chapter he includes a flattering two-page quotation, about his moving speech and rapturous reception, that describes his “big arresting presence,” his “kindly strength,” his “winning animation when the sun of his rich humour plays on the powerful features.”


In Conan Doyle’s definition of Spiritualism, the “mere phenomena”—the messages conveyed through mediums, the ghostly movements—were just the spirits’ way of getting our attention. The glory of Spiritualism was that the dead could share their “wisdom” with us and urge us to have no fear of death. The dead can “tell us about their own conditions, their present experiences, their outlook upon the secret of the universe.” Conan Doyle follows up his lectures with exhibitions of “psychic pictures and photographs” which include “choice samples from the very best collections.” According to Conan Doyle, everyone who sees them is “staggered.” But they were obviously faked. They consisted of images superimposed upon photographs—as in some infamous “fairies at the bottom of the garden” pictures—or negatives that had been mishandled, so that blotches or mist appeared on the photograph.


The typical seance is attended by people in a highly emotional state, hoping the medium will allow them to speak to a dead beloved. The medium goes into a trance, a “control” (who may be a Chinese or ancient Egyptian) speaks through the medium in a hollow, scary voice; the beloved’s voice or even ghostly shape appears and reassures the participants that life persists “on the other side.” Conan Doyle constantly argues, in this book and elsewhere, that although some mediums are charlatans (as many of them were proved to be), if even one case of communication with the dead could be proved valid, then the whole doctrine of Spiritualism was proven. Of course, no such case has ever been documented. This is where Conan Doyle made his leap of faith, and convinced himself that his encounters with spirits were genuine. His wife Jean went in for automatic writing and was a medium herself. Not surprisingly, Conan Doyle was far more hostile to the Catholic and Anglican clergy who opposed him than to “materialists,” agnostics or atheists who did not believe in any spiritual dimension to life.


Despite his scientific and medical background, the book makes clear that Conan Doyle was extremely gullible and rarely met a medium he didn’t like. He describes clairvoyants who solve crimes, or make successful prophecies; he even accepts that some clairvoyants are “magnetic healers” who can “see” cancers through the flesh. He defends Bailey, an “apport medium,” who brought objects like Assyrian tablets, Turkish coins, tortoises and live birds hurtling into the room. He praises Mrs. Roberts, a New Zealand medium who put him in contact with his wife’s mother, and with Dr. Russell Wallace, a Spiritualist leader. (Wallace, speaking from the other world, naturally commends Conan Doyle for his work.) A Mrs. Foster Turner sees the spirit of Dr. Wallace standing next to Conan Doyle on the lecture platform, and Conan Doyle is very gratified to hear it.


Conan Doyle was desperate to believe, and he was not alone. Spiritualism—at its lowest level a popular diversion at the turn of the nineteenth century, involving table-turning and seances in darkened rooms—continued to intrigue some of the greatest artists and writers of the twentieth, who at times have expounded the most bizarre and irrational ideas. The painters Kasimir Malevich, Wassily Kandinsky and Piet Mondrian were all followers of Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophy. In “An Experience in the Occult” and the “Highly Questionable” chapter of The Magic Mountain, Thomas Mann satirized the dubious phenomena of hypnotism and somnambulism, telepathy and second sight, and described the horrific seance in which Hans Castorp begs forgiveness for disturbing his cousin Joachim’s post-mortem rest. Yeats, Graves, Huxley, Koestler, Auden and Isherwood all plunged into the mists of the supernatural, the paranormal and the crankish. More recently, the poet James Merrill experimented with and wrote poems about his Ouija board. The Catholic Church has consistently opposed Spiritualism, but has recently felt compelled to conduct a number of exorcisms. Even Saul Bellow, referring to his involvement with the madcap theories of Wilhelm Reich and Rudolf Steiner, admitted: “I’m gullible about spirituality. I have a weakness for it.”


The Wanderings of a Spiritualist has some provocative ideas, and is worth reading for its view of Australia and New Zealand in the 1920s. We occasionally see flashes of the old Conan Doyle humor, observation and satiric poise, but all too often these are smothered in the earnestness of his quest. Worst of all is the inescapable conclusion that his success and status had persuaded him to accept, rather than to question, the world as it was and gave him an exaggerated sense of his own importance. His tolerance for the bogus paraphernalia of Spiritualism betrayed him into fuzzy thinking, and led him into an artistic dead end.


Conan Doyle’s belief in Spiritualism, commonplace in his day, was remarkable only for its persistence and intensity. It led him away from the work he did best, alarmed his publishers, and hurt his sales and his reputation as a writer. Yet these absurd pursuits were in keeping with his energetic, tender-hearted and essentially innocent nature. He had lived through grinding poverty, his first wife’s protracted illness and the death of his son. He had seen the horrors of the Boer War and World War I, which had swept away the certainties of Victorian and Edwardian England. In the face of private and public calamity Conan Doyle retained the confident optimism of his youth. This quality made him a beloved writer in his own time and one who still appeals to readers of all ages. Whatever the obstacle—wild beasts on jungle trails in the Amazon or ruffians in slimy London backstreets—he assures us that we can and will see it through. A master of the detective story and the ripping yarn, he showed in everything he wrote, whether serious or lighthearted, good humor and an almost boyish trust in life.
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	1859


	Born May 22 in Edinburgh, second child of Charles Doyle and Mary Foley.







	1868


	Attends Hodder, the prep school for Stonyhurst.







	1870–1874


	Attends Stonyhurst, a Jesuit school in Lancashire. Excels in cricket and shows first signs of literary talent.







	1874


	Visits his uncle Richard Doyle, illustrator for Punch, in London.







	1875


	Spends year at Jesuit school in Feldkrich, Austria.







	1876


	Studies medicine at Edinburgh University. Meets Dr. Joseph Bell, a model for Sherlock Holmes, and the anatomist Professor Rutherford, a model for Professor Challenger.







	1878


	While still a student, takes summer job assisting doctors in Sheffield and Shropshire.







	1879


	Father goes into a nursing home. Conan Doyle works as assistant to Dr. Hoare in Birmingham. Publishes his early stories anonymously.







	1880


	Seven-month voyage as ship’s doctor on Arctic whaler. First interest in spiritualism and the paranormal.







	1881


	Earns medical degree. Second term assisting Dr. Hoare. Second voyage as ship’s doctor on cargo steamer to West Africa. Nearly dies of fever.







	1882


	Loses Catholic faith. Begins medical practice in South-sea, near Portsmouth.







	1883


	First story in Cornhill magazine.







	1884


	Begins novel, The Firm of Girdlestone, published in 1890.







	1885


	Marries Louise Hawkins, sister of a patient.







	1887


	First Sherlock Holmes story, A Study in Scarlet.







	1889


	Daughter Mary Louise born. Micah Clarke.







	1890


	Visits Berlin to investigate Robert Koch’s claim to having discovered cure for tuberculosis. The Sign of the Four.







	1891


	Gives up Southsea practice. Studies ophthalmology in Vienna for two months. Returns to London and fails to establish practice as eye specialist. Decides to give up medicine and write full time. Six Holmes stories in Strand magazine. The White Company.







	1892


	Goes to Norway with writer Jerome K. Jerome and skis for the first time. Son Kingsley born. The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes.







	1893


	Father dies. Louise contracts tuberculosis and given only a few months to live. They move to Davos, Switzerland, where Conan Doyle popularizes skiing as a sport. Kills off Holmes in “The Final Problem.” Joins Psychical Research Society.







	1894


	Successful lecture tour in America. Round the Red Lamp.







	1895


	Builds house in Hindhead, Surrey. Spends winter in Egypt for Louise’s health. The Stark Munro Letters.







	1896


	Travels up Nile to Sudan. War correspondent for Westminster Gazette when fighting breaks out between British and Dervishes. The Exploits of Brigadier Gerard and Rodney Stone.







	1897


	Falls in love with Jean Leckie, later his wife.







	1899


	Boer War begins. Volunteers for army but is rejected.







	1900


	Serves as medical officer in South Africa. The Great Boer War defends British treatment of the Boers. Defeated in parliamentary election. The Green Flag.







	1901


	Holmes returns in serialization of The Hound of the Baskervilles, but story takes place before his death.







	1902


	The War in South Africa. Knighted for defending British role in Boer War.







	1903


	“The Adventure of the Empty House” brings Holmes back from Reichenbach Falls. Adventures of Gerard.







	1904


	Fine performance in cricket match against Cambridgeshire.







	1906


	Second defeat in parliamentary election. Takes up cause of George Edalji, unjustly jailed in 1903. Involved in reform of divorce law. Lady Doyle dies after a long illness. Sir Nigel.







	1907


	George Edalji released from prison. Conan Doyle marries Jean Leckie. Through the Magic Door.







	1908


	Round the Fire Stories.







	1909


	The Crime of the Congo exposes Belgian cruelties in Africa.







	1910


	Second son, Adrian, born.







	1911


	Participates in Anglo-German motor race, won by the British.







	1912


	Introduces Professor Challenger in The Lost World. Daughter Lena Jean born. The Case of Oscar Slater, pamphlet defending man convicted of murder. Death sentence commuted to life imprisonment.







	1913


	The Poison Belt.







	1914


	Joins local volunteer force when Great War breaks out. Patriotic pamphlet To Arms!







	1915


	Begins 6-volume history, The British Campaign in France and Flanders, completed in 1920. The Valley of Fear.







	1916


	Observes British, French and Italian fronts. Meets Haig and other generals. A Visit to Three Fronts. Appeals for reprieve of Roger Casement, who’s executed for treason.







	1917


	His Last Bow. Publicly announces conversion to Spiritualism.







	1918


	After being wounded on the Somme, son Kingsley dies of pneumonia. First book on Spiritualism, The New Revelation. Danger! and Other Stories.







	1919


	His brother Innes dies of pneumonia.







	1920


	Lectures on Spiritualism in Australia.







	1921


	Mother dies. Wife acts as medium for trance-writing. The Wanderings of a Spiritualist.







	1922


	Lecture tour in America. Declares belief in fairies in controversial The Coming of the Fairies.







	1923


	Returns to North America. Our American Adventure. Memories and Adventures.







	1925


	Chairman of International Spiritualist Congress in Paris.







	1926


	The History of Spiritualism in 2 volumes. Professor Challenger reappears in The Land of Mist.







	1927


	Last stories in The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes. Helps secure Oscar Slater’s release from prison.







	1928


	Visits South Africa, Rhodesia and Kenya.







	1929


	Visits Scandinavia and Holland. Returns exhausted and has heart attack. Last novel, The Maracot Deep.







	1930


	Dies July 7. The Edge of the Unknown.
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From A Study in Scarlet



(1887)


PART I


BEING A REPRINT FROM THE REMINISCENCES OF
JOHN H. WATSON, MD.,
LATE OF THE ARMY MEDICAL DEPARTMENT



 


 


Chapter 1


Mr. Sherlock Holmes


In the years 1878 I took my degree of Doctor of Medicine of the University of London, and proceeded to Netley to go through the course prescribed for surgeons in the Army. Having completed my studies there, I was duly attached to the Fifth Northumberland Fusiliers as assistant surgeon. The regiment was stationed in India at the time, and before I could join it, the second Afghan war had broken out. On landing at Bombay, I learned that my corps had advanced through the passes, and was already deep in the enemy’s country. I followed, however, with many other officers who were in the same situation as myself, and succeeded in reaching Candahar in safety, where I found my regiment, and at once entered upon my new duties.


The campaign brought honours and promotion to many, but for me it had nothing but misfortune and disaster. I was removed from my brigade and attached to the Berkshires, with whom I served at the fatal battle of Maiwand. There I was struck on the shoulder by a Jezail bullet, which shattered the bone and grazed the subclavian artery. I should have fallen into the hands of the murderous Ghazis had it not been for the devotion and courage shown by Murray, my orderly, who threw me across a pack horse, and succeeded in bringing me safely to the British lines.


Worn with pain, and weak from the prolonged hardships which I had undergone, I was removed, with a great train of wounded sufferers, to the base hospital at Peshawar. Here I rallied, and had already improved so far as to be able to walk about the wards, and even to bask a little upon the veranda, when I was struck down by enteric fever, that curse of our Indian possessions. For months my life was despaired of, and when at last I came to myself and became convalescent, I was so weak and emaciated that a medical board determined that not a day should be lost in sending me back to England. I was despatched, accordingly, in the troopship Orontes, and landed a month later on Portsmouth jetty, with my health irretrievably ruined, but with permission from a paternal government to spend the next nine months in attempting to improve it.


I had neither kith nor kin in England, and was therefore as free as air—or as free as an income of eleven shillings and sixpence a day will permit a man to be. Under such circumstances I naturally gravitated to London, that great cesspool into which all the loungers and idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained. There I stayed for some time at a private hotel in the Strand, leading a comfortless, meaningless existence, and spending such money as I had, considerably more freely than I ought. So alarming did the state of my finances become, that I soon realized that I must either leave the metropolis and rusticate somewhere in the country, or that I must make a complete alteration in my style of living. Choosing the latter alternative, I began by making up my mind to leave the hotel, and take up my quarters in some less pretentious and less expensive domicile.


On the very day that I had come to this conclusion, I was standing at the Criterion Bar, when someone tapped me on the shoulder, and turning round I recognized young Stamford, who had been a dresser under me at Bart’s. The sight of a friendly face in the great wilderness of London is a pleasant thing indeed to a lonely man. In old days Stamford had never been a particular crony of mine, but now I hailed him with enthusiasm, and he, in his turn, appeared to be delighted to see me. In the exuberance of my joy, I asked him to lunch with me at the Holborn, and we started off together in a hansom.


“Whatever have you been doing with yourself, Watson?” he asked in undisguised wonder, as we rattled through the crowded London streets. “You are as thin as a lath and as brown as a nut.”


I gave him a short sketch of my adventures, and had hardly concluded it by the time that we reached our destination.


“Poor devil!” he said, commiseratingly, after he had listened to my misfortunes. “What are you up to now?”


“Looking for lodgings,” I answered. “Trying to solve the problem as to whether it is possible to get comfortable rooms at a reasonable price.”


“That’s a strange thing,” remarked my companion; “you are the second man today that has used that expression to me.”


“And who was the first?” I asked.


“A fellow who is working at the chemical laboratory up at the hospital. He was bemoaning himself this morning because he could not get someone to go halves with him in some nice rooms which he had found, and which were too much for his purse.”


“By Jove!” I cried; “if he really wants someone to share the rooms and the expense, I am the very man for him. I should prefer having a partner to being alone.”


Young Stamford looked rather strangely at me over his wine glass. “You don’t know Sherlock Holmes yet,” he said; “perhaps you would not care for him as a constant companion.”


“Why, what is there against him?”


“Oh, I didn’t say there was anything against him. He is a little queer in his ideas—an enthusiast in some branches of science. As far as I know he is a decent fellow enough.”


“A medical student, I suppose?” said I.


“No—I have no idea what he intends to go in for. I believe he is well up in anatomy, and he is a first-class chemist; but, as far as I know, he has never taken out any systematic medical classes. His studies are very desultory and eccentric, but he has amassed a lot of out-of-the-way knowledge which would astonish his professors.”


“Did you never ask him what he was going in for?” I asked.


“No; he is not a man that it is easy to draw out, though he can be communicative enough when the fancy seizes him.”


“I should like to meet him,” I said. “If I am to lodge with anyone, I should prefer a man of studious and quiet habits. I am not strong enough yet to stand much noise or excitement. I had enough of both in Afghanistan to last me for the remainder of my natural existence. How could I meet this friend of yours?”


“He is sure to be at the laboratory,” returned my companion. “He either avoids the place for weeks, or else he works there from morning till night. If you like, we will drive round together after luncheon.”


“Certainly,” I answered, and the conversation drifted away into other channels.


As we made our way to the hospital after leaving the Holborn, Stamford gave me a few more particulars about the gentleman whom I proposed to take as a fellow-lodger.


“You mustn’t blame me if you don’t get on with him,” he said; “I know nothing more of him than I have learned from meeting him occasionally in the laboratory. You proposed this arrangement, so you must not hold me responsible.”


“If we don’t get on it will be easy to part company,” I answered. “It seems to me, Stamford,” I added, looking hard at my companion, “that you have some reason for washing your hands of the matter. Is this fellow’s temper so formidable, or what is it? Don’t be mealy-mouthed about it.”


“It is not easy to express the inexpressible,” he answered with a laugh. “Holmes is a little too scientific for my tastes—it approaches to cold-bloodedness. I could imagine his giving a friend a little pinch of the latest vegetable alkaloid, not out of malevolence, you understand, but simply out of a spirit of inquiry in order to have an accurate idea of the effects. To do him justice, I think that he would take it himself with the same readiness. He appears to have a passion for definite and exact knowledge.”


“Very right too.”


“Yes, but it may be pushed to excess. When it comes to beating the subjects in the dissecting-rooms with a stick, it is certainly taking rather a bizarre shape.”


“Beating the subjects!”


“Yes, to verify how far bruises may be produced after death. I saw him at it with my own eyes.”


“And yet you say he is not a medical student?”


“No. Heaven knows what the objects of his studies are. But here we are, and you must form your own impressions about him.” As he spoke, we turned down a narrow lane and passed through a small side-door, which opened into a wing of the great hospital. It was familiar ground to me, and I needed no guiding as we ascended the bleak stone staircase and made our way down the long corridor with its vista of whitewashed wall and dun-coloured doors. Near the farther end a low arched passage branched away from it and led to the chemical laboratory.


This was a lofty chamber, lined and littered with countless bottles. Broad, low tables were scattered about, which bristled with retorts, test-tubes, and little Bunsen lamps, with their blue flickering flames. There was only one student in the room, who was bending over a distant table absorbed in his work. At the sound of our steps he glanced round and sprang to his feet with a cry of pleasure. “I’ve found it! I’ve found it,” he shouted to my companion, running towards us with a test-tube in his hand. “I have found a re-agent which is precipitated by hæmoglobin, and by nothing else.” Had he discovered a gold mine, greater delight could not have shone upon his features.


“Dr. Watson, Mr. Sherlock Holmes,” said Stamford, introducing us.


“How are you?” he said cordially, gripping my hand with a strength for which I should hardly have given him credit. “You have been in Afghanistan, I perceive.”


“How on earth did you know that?” I asked in astonishment.


“Never mind,” said he, chuckling to himself. “The question now is about hæmoglobin. No doubt you see the significance of this discovery of mine?”


“It is interesting, chemically, no doubt,” I answered, “but practically——”


“Why, man, it is the most practical medico-legal discovery for years. Don’t you see that it gives us an infallible test for blood stains? Come over here now!” He seized me by the coat-sleeve in his eagerness, and drew me over to the table at which he had been working. “Let us have some fresh blood,” he said, digging a long bodkin into his finger, and drawing off the resulting drop of blood in a chemical pipette. “Now, I add this small quantity of blood to a litre of water. You perceive that the resulting mixture has the appearance of pure water. The proportion of blood cannot be more than one in a million. I have no doubt, however, that we shall be able to obtain the characteristic reaction.” As he spoke, he threw into the vessel a few white crystals, and then added some drops of a transparent fluid. In an instant the contents assumed a dull mahogany colour, and a brownish dust was precipitated to the bottom of the glass jar.


“Ha! Ha!” he cried, clapping his hands, and looking as delighted as a child with a new toy. “What do you think of that?”


“It seems to be a very delicate test,” I remarked.


“Beautiful! beautiful! The old guaiacum test was very clumsy and uncertain. So is the microscopic examination for blood corpuscles. The latter is valueless if the stains are a few hours old. Now, this appears to act as well whether the blood is old or new. Had this test been invented, there are hundreds of men now walking the earth who would long ago have paid the penalty of their crimes.”


“Indeed!” I murmured.


“Criminal cases are continually hinging upon that one point. A man is suspected of a crime months perhaps after it has been committed. His linen or clothes are examined and brownish stains discovered upon them. Are they blood stains, or mud stains, or rust stains, or fruit stains, or what are they? That is a question which has puzzled many an expert, and why? Because there was no reliable test. Now we have the Sherlock Holmes’s test, and there will no longer be any difficulty.”


His eyes fairly glittered as he spoke, and he put his hand over his heart and bowed as if to some applauding crowd conjured up by his imagination.


“You are to be congratulated,” I remarked, considerably surprised at his enthusiasm.


“There was the case of Von Bischoff at Frankfort last year. He would certainly have been hung had this test been in existence. Then there was Mason of Bradford, and the notorious Muller, and Lefevre of Montpellier, and Samson of New Orleans. I could name a score of cases in which it would have been decisive.”


“You seem to be a walking calendar of crime,” said Stamford with a laugh. “You might start a paper on those lines. Call it the ‘Police News of the Past.’ ”


“Very interesting reading it might be made, too,” remarked Sherlock Holmes, sticking a small piece of plaster over the prick on his finger. “I have to be careful,” he continued, turning to me with a smile, “for I dabble with poisons a good deal.” He held out his hand as he spoke, and I noticed that it was all mottled over with similar pieces of plaster, and discoloured with strong acids.


“We came here on business,” said Stamford, sitting down on a high three-legged stool, and pushing another one in my direction with his foot. “My friend here wants to take diggings; and as you were complaining that you could get no one to go halves with you, I thought that I had better bring you together.”


Sherlock Holmes seemed delighted at the idea of sharing his rooms with me. “I have my eye on a suite in Baker Street,” he said, “which would suit us down to the ground. You don’t mind the smell of strong tobacco, I hope?”


“I always smoke ‘ship’s’ myself,” I answered.


“That’s good enough. I generally have chemicals about, and occasionally do experiments. Would that annoy you?”


“By no means.”


“Let me see—what are my other shortcomings? I get in the dumps at times, and don’t open my mouth for days on end. You must not think I am sulky when I do that. Just let me alone, and I’ll soon be right. What have you to confess now? It’s just as well for two fellows to know the worst of one another before they begin to live together.”


I laughed at this cross-examination. “I keep a bull pup,” I said, “and I object to rows because my nerves are shaken, and I get up at all sorts of ungodly hours, and I am extremely lazy. I have another set of vices when I’m well, but those are the principal ones at present.”


“Do you include violin playing in your category of rows?” he asked, anxiously.


“It depends on the player,” I answered. “A well-played violin is a treat for the gods—a badly played one——”


“Oh, that’s all right,” he cried, with a merry laugh. “I think we may consider the thing as settled—that is, if the rooms are agreeable to you.”


“When shall we see them?”


“Call for me here at noon to-morrow, and we’ll go together and settle everything,” he answered.


“All right—noon exactly,” said I, shaking his hand.


We left him working among his chemicals, and we walked together towards my hotel.


“By the way,” I asked suddenly, stopping and turning upon Stamford, “how the deuce did he know that I had come from Afghanistan?”


My companion smiled an enigmatical smile. “That’s just his little peculiarity,” he said. “A good many people have wanted to know how he finds things out.”


“Oh! A mystery is it?” I cried, rubbing my hands. “This is very piquant. I am much obliged to you for bringing us together. ‘The proper study of mankind is man,’ you know.”


“You must study him, then,” Stamford said, as he bade me good-bye. “You’ll find him a knotty problem, though. I’ll wager he learns more about you than you about him. Good-bye.”


“Good-bye,” I answered, and strolled on to my hotel, considerably interested in my new acquaintance.


 


Chapter 2


The Science of Deduction


We met next day as he had arranged, and inspected the rooms at No. 221B, Baker Street, of which he had spoken at our meeting. They consisted of a couple of comfortable bedrooms and a single large airy sitting-room, cheerfully furnished, and illuminated by two broad windows. So desirable in every way were the apartments, and so moderate did the terms seem when divided between us, that the bargain was concluded upon the spot, and we at once entered into possession. That very evening I moved my things round from the hotel, and on the following morning Sherlock Holmes followed me with several boxes and portmanteaus. For a day or two we were busily employed in unpacking and laying out our property to the best advantage. That done, we gradually began to settle down and to accommodate ourselves to our new surroundings.


Holmes was certainly not a difficult man to live with. He was quiet in his ways, and his habits were regular. It was rare for him to be up after ten at night, and he had invariably breakfasted and gone out before I rose in the morning. Sometimes he spent his day at the chemical laboratory, sometimes in the dissecting-rooms, and occasionally in long walks, which appeared to take him into the lowest portions of the city. Nothing could exceed his energy when the working fit was upon him; but now and again a reaction would seize him, and for days on end he would lie upon the sofa in the sitting-room, hardly uttering a word or moving a muscle from morning to night. On these occasions I have noticed such a dreamy, vacant expression in his eyes, that I might have suspected him of being addicted to the use of some narcotic, had not the temperance and cleanliness of his whole life forbidden such a notion.


As the weeks went by, my interest in him and my curiosity as to his aims in life gradually deepened and increased. His very person and appearance were such as to strike the attention of the most casual observer. In height he was rather over six feet, and so excessively lean that he seemed to be considerably taller. His eyes were sharp and piercing, save during those intervals of torpor to which I have alluded; and his thin, hawk-like nose gave his whole expression an air of alertness and decision. His chin, too, had the prominence and squareness which mark the man of determination. His hands were invariably blotted with ink and stained with chemicals, yet he was possessed of extraordinary delicacy of touch, as I frequently had occasion to observe when I watched him manipulating his fragile philosophical instruments.


The reader may set me down as a hopeless busybody, when I confess how much this man stimulated my curiosity, and how often I endeavoured to break through the reticence which he showed on all that concerned himself. Before pronouncing judgment, however, be it remembered how objectless was my life, and how little there was to engage my attention. My health forbade me from venturing out unless the weather was exceptionally genial, and I had no friends who would call upon me and break the monotony of my daily existence. Under these circumstances, I eagerly hailed the little mystery which hung around my companion, and spent much of my time in endeavouring to unravel it.


He was not studying medicine. He had himself, in reply to a question, confirmed Stamford’s opinion upon that point. Neither did he appear to have pursued any course of reading which might fit him for a degree in science or any other recognized portal which would give him an entrance into the learned world. Yet his zeal for certain studies was remarkable, and within eccentric limits his knowledge was so extraordinarily ample and minute that his observations have fairly astounded me. Surely no man would work so hard or attain such precise information unless he had some definite end in view. Desultory readers are seldom remarkable for the exactness of their learning. No man burdens his mind with small matters unless he has some very good reason for doing so.


His ignorance was as remarkable as his knowledge. Of contemporary literature, philosophy and politics he appeared to know next to nothing. Upon my quoting Thomas Carlyle, he inquired in the naïvest way who he might be and what he had done. My surprise reached a climax, however, when I found incidentally that he was ignorant of the Copernican Theory and of the composition of the Solar System. That any civilized human being in this nineteenth century should not be aware that the earth traveled round the sun appeared to me to be such an extraordinary fact that I could hardly realize it.


“You appear to be astonished,” he said, smiling at my expression of surprise. “Now that I do know it I shall do my best to forget it.”


“To forget it!”


“You see,” he explained, “I consider that a man’s brain originally is like a little empty attic, and you have to stock it with such furniture as you choose. A fool takes in all the lumber of every sort that he comes across, so that the knowledge which might be useful to him gets crowded out, or at best is jumbled up with a lot of other things, so that he has a difficulty in laying his hands upon it. Now the skillful workman is very careful indeed as to what he takes into his brain-attic. He will have nothing but the tools which may help him in doing his work, but of these he has a large assortment, and all in the most perfect order. It is a mistake to think that that little room has elastic walls and can distend to any extent. Depend upon it there comes a time when for every addition of knowledge you forget something that you knew before. It is of the highest importance, therefore, not to have useless facts elbowing out the useful ones.”


“But the Solar System!” I protested.


“What the deuce is it to me?” he interrupted impatiently: “you say that we go round the sun. If we went round the moon it would not make a pennyworth of difference to me or to my work.”


I was on the point of asking him what that work might be, but something in his manner showed me that the question would be an unwelcome one. I pondered over our short conversation, however, and endeavoured to draw my deductions from it. He said that he would acquire no knowledge which did not bear upon his object. Therefore all the knowledge which he possessed was such as would be useful to him. I enumerated in my own mind all the various points upon which he had shown me that he was exceptionally well informed. I even took a pencil and jotted them down. I could not help smiling at the document when I had completed it. It ran in this way:




Sherlock Holmes—his limits


1. Knowledge of Literature.—Nil.


2. Knowledge of Philosophy.—Nil.


3. Knowledge of Astronomy.—Nil.


4. Knowledge of Politics.—Feeble.


5. Knowledge of Botany.—Variable.
Well up in belladonna, opium, and poisons generally. Knows nothing of practical gardening.


6. Knowledge of Geology.—Practical, but limited. Tells at a glance different soils from each other.
After walks has shown me splashes upon his trousers, and told me by their colour and consistence in what part of London he had received them.


7. Knowledge of Chemistry.—Profound.


8. Knowledge of Anatomy.—Accurate, but unsystematic.


9. Knowledge of Sensational Literature.—Immense.
He appears to know every detail of every horror perpetrated in the century.


10. Plays the violin well.


11. Is an expert singlestick player, boxer, and swordsman.


12. Has a good practical knowledge of British law.





When I had got so far in my list I threw it into the fire in despair. “If I can only find what the fellow is driving at by reconciling all these accomplishments, and discovering a calling which needs them all,” I said to myself, “I may as well give up the attempt at once.”


I see that I have alluded above to his powers upon the violin. These were very remarkable, but as eccentric as all his other accomplishments. That he could play pieces, and difficult pieces, I knew well, because at my request he has played me some of Mendelssohn’s Lieder, and other favourites. When left to himself, however, he would seldom produce any music or attempt any recognized air. Leaning back in his armchair of an evening, he would close his eyes and scrape carelessly at the fiddle which was thrown across his knee. Sometimes the chords were sonorous and melancholy. Occasionally they were fantastic and cheerful. Clearly they reflected the thoughts which possessed him, but whether the music aided those thoughts, or whether the playing was simply the result of a whim or fancy, was more than I could determine. I might have rebelled against these exasperating solos had it not been that he usually terminated them by playing in quick succession a whole series of my favourite airs as a slight compensation for the trial upon my patience.


During the first week or so we had no callers, and I had begun to think that my companion was as friendless a man as I was myself. Presently, however, I found that he had many acquaintances, and those in the most different classes of society. There was one little sallow, rat-faced, dark-eyed fellow, who was introduced to me as Mr. Lestrade, and who came three or four times in a single week. One morning a young girl called, fashionably dressed, and stayed for half an hour or more. The same afternoon brought a gray-headed, seedy visitor, looking like a Jew peddler, who appeared to me to be much excited, and who was closely followed by a slipshod elderly woman. On another occasion an old white-haired gentleman had an interview with my companion; and on another, a railway porter in his velveteen uniform. When any of these nondescript individuals put in an appearance, Sherlock Holmes used to beg for the use of the sitting-room, and I would retire to my bedroom. He always apologized to me for putting me to this inconvenience. “I have to use this room as a place of business,” he said, “and these people are my clients.” Again I had an opportunity of asking him a point-blank question, and again my delicacy prevented me from forcing another man to confide in me. I imagined at the time that he had some strong reason for not alluding to it, but he soon dispelled the idea by coming round to the subject of his own accord.


It was upon the 4th of March, as I have good reason to remember, that I rose somewhat earlier than usual, and found that Sherlock Holmes had not yet finished his breakfast. The landlady had become so accustomed to my late habits that my place had not been laid nor my coffee prepared. With the unreasonable petulance of mankind I rang the bell and gave a curt intimation that I was ready. Then I picked up a magazine from the table and attempted to while away the time with it, while my companion munched silently at his toast. One of the articles had a pencil mark at the heading, and I naturally began to run my eye through it.


Its somewhat ambitious title was “The Book of Life,” and it attempted to show how much an observant man might learn by an accurate and systematic examination of all that came in his way. It struck me as being a remarkable mixture of shrewdness and of absurdity. The reasoning was close and intense, but the deductions appeared to me to be far fetched and exaggerated. The writer claimed by a momentary expression, a twitch of a muscle or a glance of an eye, to fathom a man’s inmost thoughts. Deceit, according to him, was an impossibility in the case of one trained to observation and analysis. His conclusions were as infallible as so many propositions of Euclid. So startling would his results appear to the uninitiated that until they learned the processes by which he had arrived at them they might well consider him as a necromancer.


“From a drop of water,” said the writer, “a logician could infer the possibility of an Atlantic or a Niagara without having seen or heard of one or the other. So all life is a great chain, the nature of which is known whenever we are shown a single link of it. Like all other arts, the Science of Deduction and Analysis is one which can only be acquired by long and patient study, nor is life long enough to allow any mortal to attain the highest possible perfection in it. Before turning to those moral and mental aspects of the matter which present the greatest difficulties, let the inquirer begin by mastering more elementary problems. Let him, on meeting a fellow-mortal, learn at a glance to distinguish the history of the man, and the trade or profession to which he belongs. Puerile as such an exercise may seem, it sharpens the faculties of observation, and teaches one where to look and what to look for. By a man’s finger-nails, by his coat-sleeve, by his boots, by his trouser-knees, by the callosities of his forefinger and thumb, by his expression, by his shirt-cuffs—by each of these things a man’s calling is plainly revealed. That all united should fail to enlighten the competent inquirer in any case is almost inconceivable.”


“What ineffable twaddle!” I cried, slapping the magazine down on the table; “I never read such rubbish in my life.”


“What is it?” asked Sherlock Holmes.


“Why, this article,” I said, pointing at it with my eggspoon as I sat down to my breakfast. “I see that you have read it since you have marked it. I don’t deny that it is smartly written. It irritates me, though. It is evidently the theory of some armchair lounger who evolves all these neat little paradoxes in the seclusion of his own study. It is not practical. I should like to see him clapped down in a third-class carriage on the Underground, and asked to give the trades of all his fellow-travellers. I would lay a thousand to one against him.”


“You would lose your money,” Holmes remarked calmly. “As for the article, I wrote it myself.”


“You!”


“Yes; I have a turn both for observation and for deduction. The theories which I have expressed there, and which appear to you to be so chimerical, are really extremely practical—so practical that I depend upon them for my bread and cheese.”


“And how?” I asked involuntarily.


“Well, I have a trade of my own. I suppose I am the only one in the world. I’m a consulting detective, if you can understand what that is. Here in London we have lots of government detectives and lots of private ones. When these fellows are at fault, they come to me, and I manage to put them on the right scent. They lay all the evidence before me, and I am generally able, by the help of my knowledge of the history of crime, to set them straight. There is a strong family resemblance about misdeeds, and if you have all the details of a thousand at your finger ends, it is odd if you can’t unravel the thousand and first. Lestrade is a well-known detective. He got himself into a fog recently over a forgery case, and that was what brought him here.”


“And these other people?”


“They are mostly sent on by private inquiry agencies. They are all people who are in trouble about something and want a little enlightening. I listen to their story, they listen to my comments, and then I pocket my fee.”


“But do you mean to say,” I said, “That without leaving your room you can unravel some knot which other men can make nothing of, although they have seen every detail for themselves?”


“Quite so. I have a kind of intuition that way. Now and again a case turns up which is a little more complex. Then I have to bustle about and see things with my own eyes. You see I have a lot of special knowledge which I apply to the problem, and which facilitates matters wonderfully. Those rules of deduction laid down in that article which aroused your scorn are invaluable to me in practical work. Observation with me is second nature. You appeared to be surprised when I told you, on our first meeting, that you had come from Afghanistan.”


“You were told, no doubt.”


“Nothing of the sort. I knew you came from Afghanistan. From long habit the train of thoughts ran so swiftly through my mind that I arrived at the conclusion without being conscious of intermediate steps. There were such steps, however. The train of reasoning ran, ‘Here is a gentleman of a medical type, but with the air of a military man. Clearly an army doctor, then. He has just come from the tropics, for his face is dark, and that is not the natural tint of his skin, for his wrists are fair. He has undergone hardship and sickness, as his haggard face says clearly. His left arm has been injured. He holds it in a stiff and unnatural manner. Where in the tropics could an English army doctor have seen much hardship and got his arm wounded? Clearly in Afghanistan.’ The whole train of thought did not occupy a second. I then remarked that you came from Afghanistan, and you were astonished.”


“It is simple enough as you explain it,” I said, smiling. “You remind me of Edgar Allan Poe’s Dupin. I had no idea that such individuals did exist outside of stories.”


Sherlock Holmes rose and lit his pipe. “No doubt you think that you are complimenting me in comparing me to Dupin,” he observed. “Now, in my opinion, Dupin was a very inferior fellow. That trick of his of breaking in on his friends’ thoughts with an apropos remark after a quarter of an hour’s silence is really very showy and superficial. He had some analytical genius, no doubt; but he was by no means such a phenomenon as Poe appeared to imagine.”


“Have you read Gaboriau’s works?” I asked. “Does Lecoq come up to your idea of a detective?”


Sherlock Holmes sniffed sardonically. “Lecoq was a miserable bungler,” he said, in an angry voice; “he had only one thing to recommend him, and that was his energy. That book made me positively ill. The question was how to identify an unknown prisoner. I could have done it in twenty-four hours. Lecoq took six months or so. It might be made a textbook for detectives to teach them what to avoid.”


I felt rather indignant at having two characters whom I had admired treated in this cavalier style. I walked over to the window and stood looking out into the busy street. “This fellow may be very clever,” I said to myself, “but he is certainly very conceited.”


“There are no crimes and no criminals in these days,” he said, querulously. “What is the use of having brains in our profession? I know well that I have it in me to make my name famous. No man lives or has ever lived who has brought the same amount of study and of natural talent to the detection of crime which I have done. And what is the result? There is no crime to detect, or, at most, some bungling villainy with a motive so transparent that even a Scotland Yard official can see through it.”


I was still annoyed at his bumptious style of conversation. I thought it best to change the topic.


“I wonder what that fellow is looking for?” I asked, pointing to a stalwart, plainly dressed individual who was walking slowly down the other side of the street, looking anxiously at the numbers. He had a large blue envelope in his hand, and was evidently the bearer of a message.


“You mean the retired sergeant of Marines,” said Sherlock Holmes.


“Brag and bounce!” thought I to myself. “He knows that I cannot verify his guess.”


The thought had hardly passed through my mind when the man whom we were watching caught sight of the number on our door, and ran rapidly across the roadway. We heard a loud knock, a deep voice below, and heavy steps ascending the stair.


“For Mr. Sherlock Holmes,” he said, stepping into the room and handing my friend the letter.


Here was an opportunity of taking the conceit out of him. He little thought of this when he made that random shot. “May I ask, my lad,” I said, in the blandest voice, “what your trade may be?”


“Commissionaire, sir,” he said, gruffly. “Uniform away for repairs.”


“And you were?” I asked, with a slightly malicious glance at my companion.


“A sergeant, sir, Royal Marine Light Infantry, sir. No answer? Right, sir.”


He clicked his heels together, raised his hand in salute, and was gone.


 


Chapter 3


The Lauriston Garden Mystery


I confess that I was considerably startled by this fresh proof of the practical nature of my companion’s theories. My respect for his powers of analysis increased wondrously. There still remained some lurking suspicion in my mind, however, that the whole thing was a prearranged episode, intended to dazzle me, though what earthly object he could have in taking me in was past my comprehension. When I looked at him, he had finished reading the note, and his eyes had assumed the vacant, lack-lustre expression which showed mental abstraction.


“How in the world did you deduce that?” I asked.


“Deduce what?” said he, petulantly.


“Why, that he was a retired sergeant of Marines.”


“I have no time for trifles,” he answered, brusquely; then with a smile, “Excuse my rudeness. You broke the thread of my thoughts; but perhaps it is as well. So you actually were not able to see that that man was a sergeant of Marines?”


“No, indeed.”


“It was easier to know it than to explain why I know it. If you were asked to prove that two and two made four, you might find some difficulty, and yet you are quite sure of the fact. Even across the street I could see a great blue anchor tattooed on the back of the fellow’s hand. That smacked of the sea. He had a military carriage, however, and regulation side whiskers. There we have the marine. He was a man with some amount of self-importance and a certain air of command. You must have observed the way in which he held his head and swung his cane. A steady, respectable, middle-aged man, too, on the face of him—all facts which led me to believe that he had been a sergeant.”


“Wonderful!” I ejaculated.


“Commonplace,” said Holmes, though I thought from his expression that he was pleased at my evident surprise and admiration. “I said just now that there were no criminals. It appears that I am wrong—look at this!” He threw me over the note which the commissionaire had brought.


“Why,” I cried, as I cast my eye over it, “this is terrible!”


“It does seem to be a little out of the common,” he remarked, calmly. “Would you mind reading it to me aloud?”


This is the letter which I read to him,—




“MY DEAR MR. SHERLOCK HOLMES:


There has been a bad business during the night at 3, Lauriston Gardens, off the Brixton Road. Our man on the beat saw a light there about two in the morning, and as the house was an empty one, suspected that something was amiss. He found the door open, and in the front room, which is bare of furniture, discovered the body of a gentleman, well dressed, and having cards in his pocket bearing the name of ‘Enoch J. Drebber, Cleveland, Ohio, U.S.A.’ There had been no robbery, nor is there any evidence as to how the man met his death. There are marks of blood in the room, but there is no wound upon his person. We are at a loss as to how he came into the empty house; indeed, the whole affair is a puzzler. If you can come round to the house any time before twelve, you will find me there. I have left everything in statu quo until I hear from you. If you are unable to come, I shall give you fuller details, and would esteem it a great kindness if you would favour me with your opinions.


“Yours faithfully.
     “TOBIAS GREGSON.”





“Gregson is the smartest of the Scotland Yarders,” my friend remarked; “he and Lestrade are the pick of a bad lot. They are both quick and energetic, but conventional—shockingly so. They have their knives into one another, too. They are as jealous as a pair of professional beauties. There will be some fun over this case if they are both put upon the scent.”


I was amazed at the calm way in which he rippled on. “Surely there is not a moment to be lost,” I cried; “shall I go and order you a cab?”


“I’m not sure about whether I shall go. I am the most incurably lazy devil that ever stood in shoe leather—that is, when the fit is on me, for I can be spry enough at times.”


“Why, it is just such a chance as you have been longing for.”


“My dear fellow, what does it matter to me? Supposing I unravel the whole matter, you may be sure that Gregson, Lestrade, and Co. will pocket all the credit. That comes of being an unofficial personage.”


“But he begs you to help him.”


“Yes. He knows that I am his superior, and acknowledges it to me; but he would cut his tongue out before he would own it to any third person. However, we may as well go and have a look. I shall work it out on my own hook. I may have a laugh at them, if I have nothing else. Come on!”


He hustled on his overcoat, and bustled about in a way that showed that an energetic fit had superseded the apathetic one.


“Get your hat,” he said.


“You wish me to come?”


“Yes, if you have nothing better to do.” A minute later we were both in a hansom, driving furiously for the Brixton Road.


It was a foggy, cloudy morning, and a dun-coloured veil hung over the housetops, looking like the reflection of the mud-coloured streets beneath. My companion was in the best of spirits, and prattled away about Cremona fiddles and the difference between a Stradivarius and an Amati. As for myself, I was silent, for the dull weather and the melancholy business upon which we were engaged depressed my spirits.


“You don’t seem to give much thought to the matter in hand,” I said at last, interrupting Holmes’s musical disquisition.


“No data yet,” he answered. “It is a capital mistake to theorize before you have all the evidence. It biases the judgment.”


“You will have your data soon,” I remarked, pointing with my finger; “this is the Brixton Road, and that is the house, if I am not very much mistaken.”


“So it is. Stop, driver, stop!” We were still a hundred yards or so from it, but he insisted upon our alighting, and we finished our journey upon foot.


Number 3, Lauriston Gardens wore an ill-omened and minatory look. It was one of four which stood back some little way from the street, two being occupied and two empty. The latter looked out with three tiers of vacant melancholy windows, which were blank and dreary, save that here and there a “To Let” card had developed like a cataract upon the bleared planes. A small garden sprinkled over with a scattered eruption of sickly plants separated each of these houses from the street, and was traversed by a narrow pathway, yellowish in colour, and consisting apparently of a mixture of clay and of gravel. The whole place was very sloppy from the rain which had fallen through the night. The garden was bounded by a three-foot brick wall with a fringe of wood rails upon the top, and against this wall was leaning a stalwart police constable, surrounded by a small knot of loafers, who craned their necks and strained their eyes in the vain hope of catching some glimpse of the proceedings within.


I had imagined that Sherlock Holmes would at once have hurried into the house and plunged into a study of the mystery. Nothing appeared to be further from his intention. With an air of nonchalance which, under the circumstances, seemed to me to border upon affectation, he lounged up and down the pavement, and gazed vacantly at the ground, the sky, the opposite houses and the line of railings. Having finished his scrutiny, he proceeded slowly down the path, or rather down the fringe of grass which flanked the path, keeping his eyes riveted upon the ground. Twice he stopped, and once I saw him smile, and heard him utter an exclamation of satisfaction. There were many marks of footsteps upon the wet clayey soil; but since the police had been coming and going over it, I was unable to see how my companion could hope to learn anything from it. Still I had had such extraordinary evidence of the quickness of his perceptive faculties, that I had no doubt that he could see a great deal which was hidden from me.


At the door of the house we were met by a tall, white-faced, flaxen-haired man, with a notebook in his hand, who rushed forward and wrung my companion’s hand with effusion. “It is indeed kind of you to come,” he said, “I have had everything left untouched.”
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