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   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available
  out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the
  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing
  means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  A Letter to Posterity from John H. Watson, MD.


  I


  Those who have read my narrative of the Brixton Road murder, made public under the somewhat sensational title of A Study in Scarlet, will recall the events which led to
  my first meeting with the late Sherlock Holmes. For any who come new to this story, let me recapitulate the circumstances as briefly as I may. Having taken my medical degree at the University of
  London in 1878, I had attended the required course of the Army Medical Department at Netley. When my time at Netley was over, I was attached as Assistant Surgeon to the Fifth Northumberland
  Fusiliers. I will not repeat in detail how I landed in Bombay when my regiment was already in action in the Second Afghan War; how I joined it at Candahar only to be wounded in the shoulder, my
  active service career terminated by a Jazail bullet at the battle of Maiwand.


  It was not the wound received in battle that alone decided my fate. Enteric fever contracted at the base hospital of Peshawar so weakened and emaciated me that the medical board had not the
  least hesitation in ordering my return to England. A few months later I was endeavouring without success to lead a comfortless existence at a private hotel in the Strand upon my invalid allowance
  of eleven shillings and sixpence a day.


  The weeks of summer passed in 1880, and I watched with dismay as my little stock of capital ran lower. I had no family in England, no expectations, no one to whom I could turn for immediate
  assistance. My state of mind may easily be imagined, as I contemplated the loss of both health and independence.


  In such gloomy circumstances I had taken a turn down Piccadilly one morning in July. That fashionable avenue was busy with swans-neck pilentum carriages drawn by glossy bay geldings, here
  and there a coach with armorial bearings upon its door and a hundred hansom cabs. Among these symbols of imperial prosperity, I reflected that walking costs a man nothing. The clocks had struck
  twelve as I began to make my way back from the trees and carriages of Hyde Park Corner, where the pretty horse-breakers and their escorts rode under the leafy branches of Rotten Row.


  In the course of this stroll, I had decided that my first economy must be to leave the private hotel where I had been living. I would seek cheaper lodgings. With that, I felt a little richer and
  entered the old Criterion Bar in Coventry Street. It was a chance in ten thousand that, as I stood at the bar, I should have been tapped on the shoulder by young Stamford, who had been a surgical
  dresser under me at Barts Hospital. To him I described my situation and my new resolve as to where I should live. He it was who mentioned his acquaintance Sherlock Holmes, a man also in
  search of diggings. That very day Holmes had been bemoaning to Stamford that he could not get someone to go halves with him in a nice set of rooms which he had found but which were too much for his
  purse.


  I recall, as if it were only a week ago, my excitement at this chance of solving my own problem so easily. I turned to Stamford and exclaimed, By Jove! If your friend really wants someone
  to share the rooms and the expense, I am the very man for him. I should prefer going halves to living alone!


  As yet, I had not set eyes upon my unwitting partner.


  This is not the place to draw a complete portrait of him who was to be my friend and companion for so many years. I must say, however, that in all the time I knew him the appearance of Sherlock
  Holmes seemed to alter no more than his demeanour. He was a little over six feet in height and throughout his life he remained so lean that he looked, if anything, taller. His eyes were sharp and
  his gaze penetrating, his nose was thin and hawk-like, making him seem always alert and decisive. His jaw was firmly set, square and prominent with a look of resolve and determination. If I were to
  compare his features and behaviour to those of public figures, he had the stance and manner of Sir Edward Carson QC, that most vigorous and astute of prosecuting lawyers. In his style, he had
  something of the combative and self-assured manner of Lord Birkenhead, the former Mr F. E. Smith. Perhaps I do him and them a disservice by such comparisons. There was never any man who was a twin
  for Sherlock Holmes.


  My first meeting with him, when Stamford introduced us later that day, was in the chemical laboratory of Barts. His fingers were blotched with acid and stained a little by ink. Surrounded
  by broad low tables, shelves of bottles, retorts, test-tubes, and Bunsen burners with their blue flickering flames, Holmes seemed in his element. He quite ignored me in his excitement at explaining
  to Stamford the success of an experiment on which he had been engaged. He had discovered a re-agent which was precipitated by haemoglobin and by nothing else. In plain terms, it would now be
  possible for the first time to identify blood stains long after the blood had dried.


  I was soon to see for myself a curious antithesis in my new friends character. He alternated between periods of fierce intellectual excitement and moods of brooding contemplation. There
  were days of torpor in which he appeared to see little or nothing of the world about him. I had yet to discover that the last of these states was often produced by his use of narcotics. Life cannot
  always be lived at a pitch of fierce excitement. There are days, weeks, and months of tedium. Other men might have turned to drink or sexual vice. Sherlock Holmes preferred the less complicated
  palliative of cocaine. I deplored his use of it and protested to him  but in vain. I came to see that the drug was not his true addiction, merely a substitute for a more powerful
  enchantment. Cocaine, he said, was his protest against the tedium of existence. When his powers were fully occupied, he showed not the least need of it. The excitement of discovery, detection,
  activity, was everything to him. I firmly believe that cocaine was a make-do for the greater stimulant of adrenalin. The syringe provided for his needs when his adrenal gland failed to do so.


  The world knows so much about the reputation of Sherlock Holmes that I need add little here. He pretended to be the dedicated student of science, yet from time to time one caught a glimpse of
  the great romantic. When I first met him, I noted that he had a profound knowledge of chemistry, an adequate but unsystematic acquaintance with anatomy. He had a good practical knowledge of the
  English law and was unrivalled in his reading of the literature of crime. From botany and geology he took just such information as seemed useful to him. Whenever necessary, he could make himself
  expert at a new subject in an astonishingly short time. When the new science of morbid psychology came into its own after 1880, he mastered it with such skill that neither Krafft-Ebing nor Charcot
  could tell you more of his own works than could Holmes.


  At first I noted that he appeared to have little knowledge or interest in literature or philosophy. I was to discover that, when it suited him, he could show a degree of familiarity with writers
  like Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Baudelaire, or Robert Browning, the analysts of human darkness, which lifelong students of literature might envy. There were days when he exercised his brain as other
  men would have used a chest-expander or a set of dumb-bells. In such times of idleness he set himself the task of confronting the great unsolved problems of mathematics. If he did not find
  solutions to Fermats Last Theorem or the Goldbach Conjecture, I believe that he understood at length the nature of those abstract impossibilities better than any man living.


  There was something not quite English about Sherlock Holmes. Having played rugger for Blackheath in my younger days, I found he had no sense of sport in his physical activities. You could not
  imagine him among the flannelled fools at the wicket and the muddied oafs in the goal. His physical exercise was Continental rather than Anglo-Saxon. Like a French or German student,
  he was an expert swordsman, boxer, and single-stick player. Though far from burly in his build, he demonstrated a grip that was the strongest of any man I have ever known.


  He cared very little for society, let alone for politics or public men. Early in our friendship he assured me that a nation was better led by a rogue than by a reformer. In more recent years, he
  abominated Mr Asquith as leader of the government but openly admired the style and complicity of Mr Lloyd George. As the result of services which he had rendered to the Crown in the years before
  the German war, I was with him once at the Reform Club, when Mr Asquith spoke after dinner. Sherlock Holmes had attended the function reluctantly and sat with eyelids drooping and an air of
  ineffable boredom. Intending to compliment or instruct his audience, the late Prime Minister remarked that he owed much of his success in life to an endeavour to associate only with those who were
  his intellectual superiors. To my dismay, I heard Holmes rouse himself and say loudly enough for all those around him to hear, By God, that wouldnt be difficult!


  He was once at a soiree of the late Mr Oscar Wilde, an occasion which he would have avoided if he could. The unfortunate playwright was at his most self-satisfied and paradoxical, preening,
  praising his own works and genius in every nuance, while his sycophants chortled and encouraged him. As the guests prepared to depart, Sherlock Holmes stood up and the faces of the company turned
  towards him. He fixed Mr Wilde, the serene egotist, with those glittering eyes and seemed to bow a little towards him. The breath hissed slightly between his teeth.


  Master, he said with expressionless irony, before we leave, could you not perhaps tell us a little about yourself?


  It was cruel and it was deadly. For more than an hour, Mr Wilde had seemed to talk of nothing but himself. This egotism would have justified Holmess sardonic reprimand. Yet there was
  something more about the playwright which Wilde knew and Holmes had guessed, but which remained hidden from the others. Holmes, as I have said, was well read in the literature of morbid psychology.
  From this knowledge he had divined a pathological truth behind the mask of the poseur and he let the unhappy victim know it. A smile touched Wildes lips, the worse for its
  ghastliness. The truth which Holmes inferred was one that the rest of the world was soon to hear in three trials at the Central Criminal Court.


  I believe it was as well that Sherlock Holmes remained a private and secretive man. His tongue would have destroyed him in public life, though not before it had destroyed a good many other men.
  Among several instances of his savagery, his brother Mycroft told me, after the funeral, of young Sherlock Holmess first brief acquaintance with formal education at a great Oxford college,
  whose master was something of a household name. It was the masters custom to take each of the new men out for a walk alone, from Oxford into the countryside and back again. The great scholar
  would keep an absolute silence as the pair walked to Headington or Godstow. The hapless undergraduate would feel the strain of this and would compel himself at last to make some nervous and banal
  remark, often about the weather or the meadow scenery. The master would either crush this by his retort or would continue the walk without reply, as if the observation were beneath notice. In
  either event, the poor young man would have been put securely in his place for the next three or four years. The stratagem had not been known to fail.


  When Holmes was taken on this solitary freshman exercise, it was he who maintained a silence. Keeping step with the master of the college, he walked over Magdalen Bridge, through Headington and
  up Shotover Hill. Unused to this resolute behaviour but enjoying a natural position of superiority and eminence, the master himself broke the silence at last. It was a laconic and patronising
  inquiry.


  They tell me, Holmes, he said, they tell me that you are very clever. Are you?


  Yes, said Holmes ungraciously.


  Silence returned, unbroken, as they walked grimly back into Oxford and at last reached the college gates. Holmes turned to face the offended master with a slight bow, expressionless
  otherwise.


  Goodbye, sir, he said courteously. I have so much enjoyed our talk.


  Mycroft Holmes assured me that his younger brother thereupon shook the illustrious dust of that college off his feet and found a humbler institution, where he was left to live pretty much as he
  chose. Sherlock Holmes himself had told me that Victor Trevor, son of a Norfolk squire, was the only friend he made during the two years he remained at college. Holmes was never a very sociable
  man. By his own account, he was always rather fond of moping in his rooms and working out his own methods of thought. His line of study was quite distinct from that of the other fellows, so that
  they had no points of contact at all.


  In the long vacation he would go up to his London rooms, where he would spend the summer weeks working out a few experiments in organic chemistry. At first he had rooms in Montagu Street, just
  round the corner from the British Museum. Then, as he spent more time in the chemical laboratories of the great hospitals, he crossed the river and found lodgings in Lambeth Palace Road.


  II

  
  Those who have followed the published adventures of Sherlock Holmes in the past thirty years will know something of these matters. Let me now explain how this further collection of narratives
  has been compiled.


  From time to time, during the years when I shared rooms with him, he would lug from his bedroom the famous tin box which was half filled with bundles of papers tied separately with ribbon, each
  bundle representing a case now closed. Some of these which occurred before our meeting, like the case of the Gloria Scott or the Musgrave Ritual, have already been published from the documents and
  my friends own recollection of them. Others were not so readily given to the world.


  They included services to the state, matters of personal confidence, and investigations upon which Sherlock Holmes had been engaged before our meeting in the chemical laboratory of Barts
  in 1880. In almost every instance, a delay was necessary before the facts of the case could be published. I may safely say that by the time you read these pages, Sherlock Holmes and I, as well as
  every other person mentioned in them, will have been dust for a good many years.


  I have written often in the past of my friends success as a consulting detective to private individuals. Once or twice, in writing of the Naval Treaty or the
  Bruce-Partington Plans, I have hinted at something more. The reputation of Sherlock Holmes was such that his services were increasingly in demand by officers of the state. The Fenian dynamite
  outrages, the blowing up of post offices and the Metropolitan Railway in the 1880s, led to the setting up of the Special Branch at Scotland Yard. The safety of the Crown and its representatives was
  no longer a matter which could be left to an amateur police force and the good sense of all the people. Later still, as the threat of war with the German Empire approached in 1914, the Crown and
  government gave authority to the organisation of Military Intelligence. From Queen Annes Gate, almost in the shadow of Parliament itself, such operations were undertaken by various divisions
  of this service. Two of its branches were of paramount importance. The fifth division of Military Intelligence was to supervise security at home against intrusion by our enemies, and a sixth
  division was to control our espionage against foreign powers.


  It would have been astonishing if the skills of Sherlock Holmes, though he was well in his middle years, had not been employed by those at Scotland Yard and in the government who were already
  indebted to him for his assistance in other matters. The question is whether the history of these operations is to remain, for ever and literally, a closed book. That secrets of this kind should be
  revealed immediately after the events is unthinkable. There are men and women alive now whose reputations and safety would be compromised. The security of the realm itself might be undermined. In
  the present decade, it is by no means likely that even the great war with Germany will prove to be the last conflict of its kind. Enemies to our way of life may easily be identified in other
  quarters. A lifetime must pass before such narratives as mine can be made public.


  I confess I find it a relief that the decision of publication or suppression is not nine alone. After the death of Sherlock Holmes, the question of his unpublished papers was immediately raised
  by Sir Ernle Backwell, Permanent Secretary at the Home Office. Sir Ernle would, I believe, have been happy to make a bonfire of them. Such a measure was out of the question. Moreover, the papers
  were not all in the Permanent Secretarys hands, so that he was obliged to barter a little. After long discussion with Mycroft Holmes and the legal representatives of the estate, a compromise
  was reached.


  The private papers of Sherlock Holmes were to be deposited with the MEPO files of Scotland Yard in the Public Record Office at Chancery Lane. Files in this category remain sealed for fifty or a
  hundred years or even for ever, at the discretion of the government. Their very existence may be denied. However, before they passed into limbo, I as his literary executor was to have access to
  them in a special annexe of the Home Office library, overlooking Whitehall. Drawing upon these papers, I was to compile a narrative of the events described in them, taking much the form of the
  earlier adventures. The narrative was to be read and approved by Sir Ernle Backwell with his legal advisers.


  It was not, of course, to be approved for immediate publication. When the manuscript was complete, it was to be deposited in the public records of domestic state papers. I asked that it should
  be released after fifty years. Sir Ernle assured me that His Majestys ministers would not settle for less than a hundred. So it would have been had not Mycroft Holmes and the
  Attorney-General both been members of the committee of the Diogenes Club. After further argument, a period of seventy years was agreed. This would amply cover the probable remaining lifetime of any
  person mentioned in the narratives. It would remove any risk of exposing secret matters to a possible enemy of the state. Of what possible use can the confidences of a previous century be to
  present adversaries?


  By this means stories are preserved of the fateful visit of King Edward VII to Dublin in 1907 and the truth attending the disappearance of the Crown Jewels from Dublin Castle; of the mysterious
  death of Herr Diesel in 1913 as the secrets of his famous engine were about to pass into British hands.


  Other confidential matters may now be revealed which, though they do not threaten the safety of the state, could not have been made public at the time of the events without a great breach of
  private trust. Even in the volumes already published a certain latitude has been taken with names. If you have read the adventure of Holmes and the blackmailer Charles Augustus
  Milverton, for example, you will recall my caveat that the story could not have been told in any form without disguising the events and persons to an extent which gave the narrative more
  fiction than fact.


  It can do no harm now to reveal the fictional character of Milverton as in reality that of the blackmailer and thief Charles Augustus Howell, born in Lisbon of Anglo-Portuguese parentage in
  1839. He was secretary to Mr John Ruskin and agent to Mr Dante Gabriel Rossetti, the artist. You may read, in Mr Thomas Wises Swinburne Bibliography, as you might have heard it from
  Mr Oscar Wilde, the manner of Howells death in 1890, his throat cut outside a public house, a half-sovereign wedged in his teeth, the slanderers reward.


  Mr Howells customary method of extortion was to obtain indiscreet or confidential letters from his dupes, paste them into a large album and pledge this volume to a pawnbroker on a plea of
  poverty. The dupes would be informed that the compromising letters had been pledged, that Mr Howell had not the money to redeem them, and that they must be publicly sold unless their authors would
  buy them back. Victims and their families hastened to retrieve these items only to be met with bills for many hundreds of pounds, divided afterwards between Mr Howell and the confederate
  pawnbroker.


  It was so neatly done that, though the act was blackmail in fact, it was hard to establish the crime within the law, even had the victims been prepared to endure the threat of disgrace. The
  Rossetti family, Mr Swinburne the poet, and Mr Whistler the painter were among those ensnared by Howells craft. To this catalogue might be added Mr Ruskin and the Reverend Charles Dodgson of
  Christ Church, known as Lewis Carroll the world over. Such investigations carried out by Sherlock Holmes were sensitive in the extreme. They could be related only in a most indirect
  manner at the time.


  State secrets and private confidences were not quite all that awaited me when I listed my late friends papers as his literary executor. If you have read my account of our first meeting,
  you will recall that Holmes had been what he called a consulting detective for some while. As he said, his services had already been of assistance to Inspector Lestrade of Scotland
  Yard when that officer had got himself into a fog over a forgery case. The reference was to the so-called Bank of England forgeries in 1873, when the Bidwell brothers came within a
  hairs breadth of having the Banks funds at their mercy.


  Among the papers left by Sherlock Holmes were several of his reports upon these investigations which preceded our first meeting. Yet a story-tellers narrative is far
  preferable to a mere report and I make no apology for attempting to interpret the nuances of the original. If I speak of Holmes as a student of analytical chemistry or human conduct, it is merely
  that he was a student of such things all his life. When I first met him, he was certainly far past the age at which a man normally walks the wards or reads for the bar.


  At the time of the Smethurst Case, with which I shall deal first, he had his rooms  consulting rooms, as he grandly called them  in Lambeth Palace Road,
  just south of Westminster Bridge. These lodgings were convenient for the chemical laboratory of St Thomass Hospital, to which he had occasional access on the basis of grace-and-favour. I
  have written elsewhere that his origins lay among the English squirearchy. The indulgence shown him by the governors of the hospital stemmed from a bequest made by one of these kinsmen.


  Those who know London at all well may recognise the handsome terraces and tree-lined vistas of Lambeth Palace Road as a favourite abode of our young medical men and students. Here it was that
  Holmes returned each evening from his methodical labours among test-tubes and Bunsen burners. All day he gathered information and much of the night he passed in restless calculation. How often did
  the night traveller or the policeman on his beat glance up and see the familiar silhouette against the drawn blind of the first-floor room? It was the shadow of a man pacing rapidly to and fro, his
  hands clasped behind his back, his sharp profile bowed by a weight of thought.


  On other evenings he would venture out to eat his supper and then walk the streets of the great city until he seemed to know the landscape of London as accurately as the mirrored image of his
  own face. The young Sherlock Holmes was a lone observer as the hum of day ceased, the shops darkened, and the gin palaces thrust out their ragged and squalid crowds to pace the streets. The
  homeless and the destitute grew familiar with his passing as they huddled in the niches of the bridges and the litter of the markets. The wretched women shivering in their finery, waiting to catch
  the drunkard who went shouting homewards, watched him from a distance.


  Sometimes this young student of humanity would stop to speak to a shoeless child crouching on a doorstep. Then his strange apprenticeship led him to join the conversations of a ragged crowd
  smoking or dozing through the night beside the glow of a coke fire, where the stones had been taken up and the gas streamed from a pipe in the centre of the street in a flag of flame. On summer
  nights, as he turned for home, the streets were already growing blue with the coming day. Church spires and chimney pots stood out against the sky with a sharpness seen only before a million fires
  cast their pall of smoke across the city. The early workers were gathered at the street corners, round the breakfast stall, blowing on their saucers of steaming coffee drawn from tall tin cans with
  the fire crimson beneath. As he crossed the river by London Bridge, the first ragged girl with her basket slung before her screamed watercresses through the sleeping streets.


  Such was the practical education of Sherlock Holmes. Small wonder that in later years he could assume the appearance or speech of common men, so that even his friends did not penetrate the
  disguise. On other nights he would turn to his books, threading some obscure avenue of research whose result would bring success to an investigation in a manner that astonished all who heard of
  it.


  No man had so curious a library as Sherlock Holmes. You might look in vain for volumes that were in half the families of England. But if you sought industries peculiar to a small town in
  Bohemia, or unique chemical constituents of Sumatran or Virginian tobacco leaf, or the alienists account of morbid individual psychology, or the methods by which a Ming is to be
  distinguished from a skilful imitation, he had only to reach out his hand for the answer. In far more cases, however, that answer was carried in his head.


  On a shelf of the break-front bookcase, between works on the manufacture of paper and a set of the Newgate Calendar, I noticed that a number of volumes and two finely bound essays lay on their
  sides. They had been disregarded and gathering dust for some years. Their contents had been abstracted and stored in that precise and ordered mind. The slimmest volume was by Dr David Hutchinson
  and it had won the Fiske Fund Prize of the Rhode Island Medical Society in 1857: What are the Causes of that Disease incident to Pregnancy, characterised by Inflammation of the Mouth and
  Fauces, accompanied by Anorexia and Emaciation? Next to it were works of a similar kind by Abercrombie and by Professor Stoltz of Vienna, as well as fifty-eight accounts of related
  fatalities in Cartayas Vomissements incoercibles pendant la grossesse.


  In these volumes lay the clue to what Holmes called his first investigation, whose outcome meant life or death for its subject. By his pursuit of that inquiry, he brought his skill in scientific
  analysis to the notice of Scotland Yard. You may read a fuller account of Dr Smethursts ordeal in the Notable British Trials volumes and in the newspapers of the day. Holmes, however,
  shunned the limelight. He preferred to remain behind the scenes, for fear of embarrassing his patrons or revealing too much of himself.


  His report, as I read it, had been drawn up for Mr Hardinge Giffard, whom history now knows as the great Lord Chancellor Halsbury. If that investigation of Dr Smethursts crime did not
  bring public fame to Sherlock Holmes, it surely placed his skills before the nations rulers. To that first case I now turn.
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