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  For the stroke of eight is the stroke of Fate


  That makes a man accursed,


  And Fate will use a running noose


  For the best man and the worst


  Oscar Wilde, The Ballad of Reading Gaol
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  The Two Failures of Sherlock Holmes


  A Fragment of Biography by John H. Watson MD


  It is an acknowledged truth that Sherlock Holmes loathed with his whole bohemian soul the reputation of being a schoolbook hero. This thought must have occupied
  me unconsciously one evening, while I was thinking of how I should introduce the cases which follow. Nothing seemed to suit my purpose. Then, as I sat there, I heard in my mind that familiar
  voice.


  Watson! If you are an honest man, you will record this also and set it against my successes!


  Well, I am no believer in ghosts! Still, this set me wondering where I had heard those words before. A moment later, I had it. More than thirty years had passed since Sherlock Holmes stood by
  the sunlit windows of Regent Street, shaking his head and uttering these very thoughts. We had been left, like a pair of fools, watching our quarry vanish from sight in a hansom cab with no means
  of pursuit. It was the first skirmish in a dark narrative of family misfortune, given to the world as The Hound of the Baskervilles.


  In the next few weeks, as the world knows, we faced the beast with the blazing fangs in the lee of the rainswept Dartmoor rocks. We tracked John Stapleton of Merripit House to his slow death in
  the foul ooze of the Grimpen Mire. Yet that sunny moment in Regent Street was recalled by Holmes when he knew better than any man how close the end of his own life must be.


  If you are an honest man, Watson, you will set these records against my successes!


  He was sitting on the plain wooden stairs that led up to the Baker Street lumber-room, holding out to me several folded legal documents and a notebook. On the cover of the book, in ink now
  tarnished by damp, he had written simply, A Tabular Analysis of Hyoscin as a Homicidal Poison.


  Long before this, he had tried retirement and soon wearied of it. The simple life of bee-keeping on the Sussex downs was not for him. Having protested so much that he longed for rural solitude,
  he returned to Baker Street and took on his old rooms again. The excitement of life as a consulting detective was as necessary to him as the vice of cocaine and a good deal less
  injurious. When his hands were idle, the drug mania laid claim to him. I never knew him to have the least need of narcotics when his mind was occupied.


  The records of many unpublished adventures lay in the lumber-room, to which he would retire each day after lunch and remain until the winter afternoon darkened. The tin box, which formerly
  reposed among the bric--brac of his bedroom, had been carried up to this attic level on the orders of Mrs Clatworthy, his resident nurse. This good woman vowed repeatedly that she would not
  be answerable if her patients bedroom were not put into better order.


  But where the box went, Holmes followed at every opportunity. It contained a mass of papers, most tied in bundles with red ribbon and each representing a case long concluded. Some dated from a
  time before I had first met him. Others dealt with matters for which the world is not yet ready, to use the familiar phrase by which he forbad publication. Two or three recorded his
  failures.


  One afternoon, he had retired to make a survey of these records. I went up at five oclock to help him down to the sitting-room again, as the October light faded. He was sitting on the
  stairs, which declining strength obliged him to use as both chair and desk. His head was bowed over a black-letter legal parchment from one of the bundles, on which he had written in his own hand,
  The Case of the Naked Bicyclists. He handed it to me without a word, so that I might replace it in the box and turn the key. While I did so, he made his way slowly but unaided down to
  our rooms.


  I took the document he had handed me and gathered up a number of other papers whose red tapes he had not even bothered to tie again. Here and there I noticed some familiar copperplate script. It
  was usually the hand of a legal clerk, more often than not Mr Bowker, from the chambers of Sir Edward Marshall Hall. That Great Defender had performed almost as many wonders in the
  court-room as Holmes the Great Detective accomplished outside it, many of them when the two men worked in harness.


  Among the writing on the briefs, I caught sight of R v. Crippen and Le Neve, then Oscar Fingal OFlahertie Wills Wilde, Esq. v. John Sholto Douglas, Marquess of Queensberry,
  and R v. Oscar Slater. More perfunctorily, in Holmess own writing upon the back of a legal brief, was The Yarmouth Beach Murder.


  Some of these names recalled his most difficult clients. Yet no other man would have regarded his efforts as a failure. I recall the summer of 1910 when, on the recommendation of Edward Marshall
  Hall, Dr Crippens attorney called upon Holmes in the preparation of that famous murder defence.


  All the world knew that Hawley Harvey Crippen had poisoned his faithless and violent wife, burying her dismembered body under the cellar floor of their house at 39 Hilldrop Crescent, Kentish
  Town. Belle Elmore, as Cora Crippen called herself on the music-hall stage, might have been a bullying slattern, but the little doctor surely put the rope round his own neck by his
  conduct after her death. He fled to America on the cargo liner SS Montrose, taking his demure young mistress Ethel Le Neve, whom he disguised to little effect by dressing her as a boy. Even
  before their arrival in Quebec, the Hilldrop Crescent cellar had revealed its macabre secret to Scotland Yard. The fugitives were pursued by wireless telegraph and fast passenger liner. Inspector
  Dew came aboard the Montrose off Quebec, disguised as the pilot, and arrested the two fugitives before they could leave the ship.


  The drama of the chase turned the trial into the most celebrated criminal case for fifty years past. Mention the words cold-blooded murderer and the world thinks at once of
  Dr Crippen. How different was the truth!


  Holmes was retained as the greatest criminal expert on the rarer and more recent types of poison. He begged that Crippen would confess the truth, by admitting that Ethel Le Neve
  was present in the house and, indeed, in his bed, when the hyoscin was administered to Cora Crippen. The properties of this hypnotic drug, which derived from the deadly nightshade plant, were then
  not commonly known. However, it was used by physicians in a small dose as a sleeping draught or to treat delirium tremens.


  In pursuit of the truth, Holmes shut himself away in the chemical laboratory of St Bartholomews Hospital. While the rest of the world took its August holidays, he worked among shelves of
  bottles, benches and retorts, test-tubes and Bunsen burners. By several gruesome and malodorous experiments, he first proved that some of the hyoscin in Mrs Crippens body was of animal
  origin and had been produced naturally by the decomposition of her corpse. Then he established beyond any question that a fatal dose in a woman of her size and weight would be between .25 and .5 of
  a grain. The amount found in Mrs Crippens body was .29 of a grain. It was a very narrow margin of suspicion. Take away the amount produced naturally by the decomposition of her body, and
  there was no sufficient proof that Dr Crippen had administered even the minimum fatal dose to a woman so well-built, let alone that he had intended to kill her. The case against him was reduced
  from proof to mere speculation.


  I truly thought that Holmes had saved Dr Crippen. If only the doctor would admit the fact that he had smuggled Ethel Le Neve into the house on that fateful night, his life was as good as saved.
  Hyoscin, in its anaesthetic dose, abolishes the memory of events, so that one who is rendered unconscious by it comes round with no memory of having been unconscious. Was this not the weapon of the
  adulterer rather than the murderer? Strychnine or aconitine were a killers weapons. Was it not plain, Holmes argued, that Crippen merely intended to use a non-fatal dose of hyoscin to render
  his wife unconscious while Ethel Le Neve was on the premises and in his bed? In the event, the dose had proved lethal by a very narrow margin of miscalculation. Surely a man who hoped to kill his
  victim would have administered a far larger dose to make sure of the result.


  The work that Holmes had done in the chemical laboratory certainly appeared to disprove any motive or intent to murder. Logic, too, seemed to rebut the case for the Crown. One look at Miss Le
  Neve was enough to convince those who saw her that she was too timid to be Lady Macbeth or Queen Clytemnestra. Poisoning is a planned murder, not one committed in the heat of the moment. If Dr
  Crippen were the cold precise killer that the prosecution alleged, would he risk his neck while there was a witness like Miss Le Neve in the house, when he might as easily have done the deed in
  secret? He would certainly have been far better without his young mistress as an accomplice, for Ethel Le Neve could not have held out for two minutes under a police interrogation.


  Holmes insisted to Dr Crippens attorney that a first-rate defender like Marshall Hall would persuade a jury to find the accused man guilty only of manslaughter. Indeed, it might be no
  worse than a conviction and a short prison sentence for the lesser offence of administering poison so as to endanger life.


  Would that it had been so! What peals of victory would have rung through the halls of the Central Criminal Court and the pages of the morning papers! Sherlock Holmes, the Great Detective, would
  be trumpeted as the saviour of Dr Crippen, the most notorious defendant in a trial for murder! Yet the fruit of triumph turned to ashes of failure almost at once.


  I could scarcely believe my ears when I heard that Dr Crippen would have none of it! Why the devil not? The answer was simple. He loved Ethel Le Neve more than his own soul. Nothing would
  persuade him to admit that she was anywhere near the house at the time of Cora Crippens death. When he heard of the suggestion that her presence was to be put in evidence, he refused to let
  his solicitor brief Marshall Hall to defend him.


  That solicitor, Arthur Newton, and Sherlock Holmes argued with Dr Crippen in vain. They assured him that the door of his prison cell would open to set him free, if only he would admit that Ethel
  Le Neve was in the house on the night of his wifes death. The stubborn fellow shook his head. Suppose, for reasons that even Marshall Hall could not foresee and despite all that the great
  advocate could do, the jury took against him? The defence would fail. The verdict would be murder and, far worse, his young mistress would be an accomplice. Ethel Le Neve would be hanged as surely
  as he.


  There was never such a disappointment for Sherlock Holmes. Crippen loved this young woman so tenderly that he was determined to shield her to the last with his own life. He would
  have nothing said in his own defence that might imperil her. A lesser defender than Marshall Hall was found for him and the services of Sherlock Holmes were dispensed with.


  Dr Crippen went to the gallows and Miss Le Neve was saved. Among the Crippen papers in the tin box is a letter to Holmes, the prison ink darkened and the paper a little yellowed. It was written
  by the condemned man on the night before his execution. In this farewell letter, written as I face eternity. I say that Ethel Le Neve has loved me as few women love men, and that her
  innocence of any crime, save that of yielding to the dictates of the heart, is absolute . . .


  Holmes could never read that letter without a moistening of the eye and a certain gruffness in the throat. Not Eloisa and Abelard, nor Tristan and Yseult, let alone a mere Romeo and Juliet,
  could hold a candle to Hawley Harvey Crippen and Ethel Le Neve. To my friend, Dr Crippen was ever afterwards a gallant little gentleman. Holmes insisted on making the terrible journey
  to Pentonville to see the condemned man, late on the last night. He told me that the only time the poor fellows courage failed was when they brought him a final telegram from the young
  woman. His request, that two of her letters and her photograph should be buried with him by the prison wall, was granted. He died declaring his innocence of any intention to murder his wife,
  something which Holmes never doubted. Wrongly hanged he may have been, but he had his reward when Ethel Le Neve was acquitted of any part in the crime.


  Few people ever knew how closely Holmes was involved in some of the most sensational cases of the day. He was triumphant again and again but success did not always come his way. He worked with
  Marshall Hall on the so-called Yarmouth Beach Murder of 1900, when Herbert Bennett was convicted and hanged for the murder of his wife, despite the solid evidence of an alibi witness.
  When I asked my friend, on his return from court, as to the outcome of the case, he said dryly, I fear, Watson, that British juries have not yet attained that pitch of intelligence when they
  will give preference to my theories over Inspector Lestrades evidence.


  How hard it was in some cases to distinguish success from failure! In the ordeal of Oscar Slater, who was first condemned to death and then reprieved to life imprisonment, Sherlock Holmes
  thought he had failed where, in truth, he succeeded. Upon the evidence he gathered, showing that Slater could not be the murderer of Miss Gilchrist in a shabby Glasgow tenement, a campaign was
  built which set the innocent man free after eighteen years in prison. It is much to be regretted that the intransigence of the authorities delayed this act of justice until it was too late for
  Holmes to savour the victory.


  All the same, those cases in which he was unable to secure a verdict for his client were few indeed. More often than not, as in the tragedy of Dr Crippen, they were investigations where the
  client turned away from the advice that had been offered. There was never a more memorable and obdurate example of this than the late Mr Oscar Wilde, who visited our Baker Street rooms on a windy
  afternoon in February 1895.


  It must be said that the self-admiring paradoxes and the egregious vanity of the playwright were anathema to Sherlock Holmes. They were two men, each accustomed to being the centre of attention,
  and therefore ill-suited to one anothers company. I do not think, however, that the pathological inclinations of Mr Wilde much perturbed my friend. Holmes had been well-acquainted with the
  work of Professor Krafft-Ebing since its first appearance in German nine years earlier. Indeed, he was to contribute three cases to later studies by Dr Havelock Ellis, as well as making available
  to him findings based on his own privately published monograph, The Mechanism of Emotional Deviation.


  In the first weeks of 1895, Oscar Wilde was enjoying a theatrical fame that can scarcely have been equalled in modern times. The Importance of Being Earnest opened at the St Jamess
  Theatre to enthusiastic audiences and universal praise. An Ideal Husband was still running at the Haymarket Theatre a little distance away. I had, myself, been to the opening night of the
  earlier play and had returned full of its praises. Holmes was engaged in calculating the errant weights of base coinage at his chemical table in the corner of the room. He made no
  response until I said, in the hope of interesting him, that I had never experienced such a torrent of epigrams as in the first act of the Ideal Husband.


  He did not look up from his nicely-balanced miniature scales, but said quietly, A torrent of epigrams, indeed! I daresay you would do well to remember, Watson, that everything which
  shares the properties of a torrent necessarily has in common with it that it is shallow at the source and wide at the mouth.


  Argument, like discussion, was futile on such occasions. However, when the second play opened, the subject of Mr Wilde came up between us again. It was plain that Holmess antipathy
  towards the author was as sharp as ever. In this case, the unfortunate truth was that both Holmes and a younger contemporary, the historian Sir George Young, recognized the origins of many of the
  witticisms and paradoxes in the famous plays. They were not Oscar Wildes own, but had been purloined by him from the clever sayings of the authors fellow undergraduates at Oxford a
  decade before.


  I was thunderstruck by this. However, everyone had heard that an entire act had been cut from The Importance of Being Earnest to match the more usual length of a West End theatrical
  performance. Holmes was informed by his brother Mycroft that this superfluous act was full of these stolen gems. Among them was a deathbed pleasantry by Dr Benjamin Jowett, the great Master of
  Balliol, who had been a controversial debater in theological wars of faith and doubt many years before. To a young female friend, who questioned him on his present belief, the old man replied with
  a kindly smile, Ah! You must always believe in God, my dear. No matter what the clergy tell you! When Mycroft Holmes and his fellow members of the Diogenes Club heard of this
  proposed larceny in the mouth of the stage-character of Dr Chasuble, they threatened to fill the first night of Mr Wildes play and cry Cheat! every time a stolen paradox was
  uttered. For whatever reason, the superfluous act was cut from the performance and the immediate cause of offence removed.


  The borrowing of other mens epigrams was not the worst scandal attending Mr Wilde. Among the glitter of theatrical success, only a few people had yet heard of a certain friendship
  contracted by the playwright with the Marquess of Queensberrys son, Lord Alfred Douglas, while the young man was an Oxford undergraduate. The fathers resentment at this infatuation
  grew beyond all restraint. Mr Wildes world of aesthetes and green carnations filled him with honest disgust and made him suspect something far worse.


  Even I had heard nothing of this until Holmes himself was approached by the greatest criminal solicitor of the day, Sir George Lewis. Mr Wilde had gone to him, alleging defamation by Lord
  Queensberry, whom the world still knew best for his formulation of the Queensberry Rules in boxing. However, Sir George found himself in a fix, being both a friend of Mr Wildes and yet
  already retained as legal adviser to the marquess. He resolved this conflict by withdrawing from the case completely but he could not act, in good faith, as an informal adviser to Mr Wilde. He
  urged the play wright, before taking any other course of action, to consult Sherlock Holmes.


  Before Mr Wildes visit, we had received from Sir George Lewis an outline of the events in the case. Lord Queensberry had left his misspelt and often misquoted card with the porter at the
  Albemarle Club, to which Mr Wilde belonged. He had written five words upon the back of it. To Oscar Wilde, posing somdomite. If Mr Wilde was to be believed, this was by no means the
  first insult of its kind he had received from Lord Queensberry but the public nature of it made it by far the most serious. Having been unable to retain Sir George Lewis, the author had gone to
  another and more pugnacious lawyer, Mr Charles Humphreys. Humphreys at once recommended prosecuting the marquess for a criminal libel.


  As we awaited our client, Holmes showed little of his usual relish for the fight. It was not, I think, that he found the nature of the case distasteful, given his unconcealed fascination with
  human waywardness. It was rather the prospect of Mr Wildes habitual self-appreciation that grated upon Sherlock Holmes.


  When our visitor came through the sitting-room doorway, he gave the impression of a clumsy and ponderous man, with something of the gait of an agricultural labourer, despite his verbal
  adroitness. There was heaviness in his body, his head, and in the features of his face. Surprisingly, he exuded an air of weariness in his conversation. To meet the famous aesthete in the flesh,
  however, was still to catch something of the pose of the photographic studio. The whole world had seen photographs of Mr Wilde, at theatres and in booksellers windows, taken in the years of
  his fame. He stood before us now with that familiar expression, jaded and unsmiling, indeed with the mouth pressed tighter than seemed natural.


  He ignored the chair that Holmes had indicated and sat awkwardly in another, directly facing the great detective with the late winter sky at his back.


  I throw myself upon your mercy, Mr Holmes, he said with a half-wave of his hand, Sir George Lewis is unable to take me on. To hear a lawyer turn away ones money
  undermines ones confidence in the entire natural order of the universe.


  Holmes accepted this pleasantry without a movement. His features might have been carved in ivory.


  I am acquainted with the circumstances, sir, he said coolly. Pray continue.


  Mr Wilde was more than a little shaken by such unaccustomed abruptness. His face seemed a little more tired and flabby.


  Very well, Mr Holmes. I must decide by tomorrow whether I am to bring an action against Lord Queensberry for a criminal libel. Mr Humphreys is for proceeding with it. Sir
  George Lewis, I think, would not.


  I daresay Sir George is the wiser, Holmes said quietly. Do go on.


  Eddie Carson . . . the unfortunate author began, I am told that Sir Edward Carson QC is to be briefed in any defence.


  A foeman worthy of your steel, Mr Wilde. I take it that you are prepared to face cross-examination by him over this matter?


  I am sure you know, Mr Holmes, that we were undergraduates together at Trinity College, Dublin. He will no doubt carry out his duty with all the added bitterness of an old friend who has
  since been neglected.


  Holmes received this witticism in arctic silence, then he said, That was not precisely what I asked, sir. Play games like that with Sir Edward Carson and he will cut you in
  pieces.


  Mr Wilde was brought up short. He stumbled on  there is no other phrase for it. However, he still talked in his other-worldly terms.


  Games? An artist, Mr Holmes, is one who plays sublime games with immortal words. I cannot deny that an artist in the eyes of artisans appears, therefore, as a figure of affectation. Lord
  Queensberrys crime is to confuse the affectation of genius with a perversion of the souls beauty.


  Holmes touched his fingertips together before his chin. His words, when they came, were so softly-spoken that I scarcely heard them but they struck with the speed and accuracy of a whiplash.


  I beg, Mr Wilde, that you will make no such error! By the law of the land, Lord Queensberrys crime is either a criminal libel  or there is no crime. As to the rest, whether
  a man appears affected may be a question of opinion. Whether he is perverted in his actions is a matter of fact. In this, the burden of proof will lie upon you as the prosecutor. If that burden is
  too great . . .


  Our visitor had recovered himself sufficiently to interrupt.


  My reputation, Mr Holmes, has been trampled in the gutter! That is indisputable. Does any other fact matter, beside the damage done publicly to my reputation by these foul
  accusations?


  For the purposes of this case, Mr Wilde, you may take it from me that it matters.


  Very well, said our visitor sulkily, let us suppose that the distinction between the affected and the perverse may be in issue. Yet the difference lies only in the eye of
  the beholder.


  You would do well to remember, sir, said Holmes brutally, that under the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885, the difference between affectation and perversion is the
  thickness of a prison wall.


  I was never so uncomfortable in my life as during the next thirty minutes of these exchanges. At last Mr Wilde could bear it no longer.


  Mr Holmes, I have listened to your sermonizing for the past half-hour and I have to say I am none the wiser.


  I daresay not, Holmes muttered, but much better informed, I trust.


  And that is all you can do for me?


  It was almost like a childs cry.


  Not quite, said Holmes. You say you are an innocent man. Then I will give you my advice without charge. Take that absurd visiting card of Lord Queensberrys and tear
  it into fragments. Then, if you are an innocent man, continue to behave innocently and you will have nothing to fear. It is as simple as that, Mr Wilde. The action you propose to bring against Lord
  Queensberry will publish this libel across the world, whether you are innocent or not. Whatever the outcome, the wise world will think that there is no smoke without fire.


  This is abominable! I would stop at nothing to make my protest!


  Methinks . . . said Holmes. And through all our minds ran the rest of that famous line from Hamlet. The lady doth protest too much, methinks. The colour rose from the base
  of Mr Wildes soft neck until he blushed the colour of a beetroot.


  I will take no more of your time. In anger or embarrassment, he stumbled over the words again.


  Tear up that card! said Holmes, rising from his chair.


  I shall be the judge, Mr Holmes, of what is to be done in this case!


  I doubt that you will, Holmes said grimly, I doubt that very much.


  On this note of mutual antipathy, they parted. Little as I sympathized with Oscar Wilde the man, I was shocked by my friends dealing with him.


  How could you, Holmes? I said angrily when the street door had closed. You gave the poor fellow no chance!


  He was standing at the window now, staring down into the street as he watched the waiting hansom drive away with a light rattle of harness.


  Because I would save him from destruction, little as I care for him.


  He will be destroyed if the message on that card is the gossip of London and he takes no action!


  Holmes shook his head.


  No. Gossip may merely harm him. He will be destroyed only if he goes into court.


  How?


  The evidence will destroy him.


  How can you say that? Neither of us has seen the evidence on either side!


  We have both seen the evidence in this case. I was the only one to realize it.


  This shook me, for I did not understand how it could be so.


  You have seen it?


  And so have you, if you had cared to observe it! Did you not take note, Watson, how he ignored my invitation and sat in another chair?


  What the devil has sitting in a chair to do with it? Perhaps he was more comfortable.


  Did you not notice that he was careful to sit with his back to the light, so that we should not see his face so clearly?


  What has that to do with the case? We had seen his face already when he came through the door. The tone of his voice would have told us the rest.


  He dare not go into court and confront a jury. No matter what the cause of the offence.


  I cannot see it, Holmes.


  He did not intend that you should. But the jury will see it. The judge will see it. Sir Edward Carson will see it. My dear Watson, if that man goes to court he is doomed. As soon as he
  opens his mouth, his case is lost. Small wonder that his lips are so tight in all his photographs! His voice became softer.


  Perhaps, my dear fellow, you were not at an angle to see his teeth.


  His teeth? He is not being libelled for his teeth!


  He might as well be. Those teeth, Watson, are all in place and healthy in appearance, somewhat protuberant  but uniformly black! Did you not notice, when he stood in the doorway,
  the habit of putting a hand near his mouth when he spoke?


  I stared at him, for it was something I now recollected but had thought nothing of at the time.


  Does that mean nothing to you, Watson, as a medical man?


  Mercury? That he has been treated for syphilis?


  Precisely, Holmes turned back from the window. A man is treated by mercury in that manner for one reason and one alone. Mercury and blackened teeth, the subject of cruel
  jokes and private gossip. At the trial, he must stand in the witness-box of the Central Criminal Court with the light full upon him. When he opens his mouth to give evidence, he will advertise to
  every man on the jury that he, the champion against slander and indecency, is in the grip of a most loathsome disease, contracted in a very familiar manner. If he hung a card about his neck, he
  could make it no plainer to the world. What chance will he have of a verdict then?


  It was many months later that I was to hear from Sir George Lewis how the famous playwright had contracted this disease from a woman of the streets, as the result of undergraduate folly while at
  Magdalen. I now guessed why, when the Prince of Wales and the leaders of society applauded and called for the author at the end of the first night of An Ideal Husband, Mr Wilde had prudently
  absented himself.


  He must not do it, Holmes persisted, but nothing I could say would stop him. Little as I care for Mr Wilde, I should not like to be in court when Sir Edward Carson begins to
  cross-examine a fellow so vain and, worse still, when he begins to interrogate those young gentlemen who dote upon their master. Believe me, I would not wish on any man the destruction that our
  client is hell-bent to bring upon himself.


  I was still more astonished by this.


  Then he is still our client?


  Holmes shrugged.


  The matter is at his discretion.


  But we never heard from Mr Wilde again.


  I shall let the words of that afternoons encounter fade from my mind. I fold the stiff law-stationery of Oscar Fingal OFlahertie Wills Wilde, Esq. v. John Sholto Douglas,
  Marquess of Queensberry, and lay it in the tin trunk.


  As I sit in my chair and recall that familiar room in Baker Street, I see the chemical corner with its acid-stained, deal-topped table. There upon a shelf stands the formidable row of
  scrap-books and volumes of reference, which so many of our adversaries would have been glad to burn. The diagrams, the violin-case, and the pipe-rack, the Persian slipper which contained his
  tobacco  all these take shape in the imagination. As for Sherlock Holmes, I imagine him most often at the breakfast table, having risen late as was his custom. The silver-plated coffee-pot
  stands before him. The Times or Morning Post lies beside his plate. Sometimes his profile is like a bird of prey as he scans the columns and says sourly, without looking up, If
  the press is to be believed, Watson, London has singularly little of interest to offer the criminal expert at the present time. I wonder whether our friends in the underworld have become a good
  deal less active of late  or a good deal more clever.


  This impatience was usually short-lived. Sometimes, even before the remains of his mid-morning breakfast had been cleared away, a clang of the bell or a stentorian knocking on the well-hammered
  Baker Street door would be followed by the appearance of Mrs Hudson with a card upon her salver. Or else Holmes would lean back in his chair at the end of his meal and hand me the newspaper, where
  his finger had dented a paragraph, saying simply, Read that.


  On such occasions, as the newspaper was put down or the visitors tread was heard upon the stairs, he would chuckle and say quietly, I believe, after all, that this morning may
  present us with infinite possibilities.


  How familiar these memories are and how often were we confronted by infinite possibilities! Yet the earliest bundle of papers that comes to my hand dates from several years before my friendship
  with Sherlock Holmes began. Looking at it now, who would think that it threatened to rock the state and government of Great Britain, to bring down law and order in utter ruin? It is inscribed with
  the laconic title that Holmes himself gave it: The Case of the Racing Certainty.

  
  note
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