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  FOREWORD

  


  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had a lifelong interest in crime and detection. Yet despite the immense popularity of his own detective stories, it is all too often overlooked that the
  creator of Sherlock Holmes was himself a criminologist of distinction, and that he often acted as a consulting detective, that unique vocation he gave his own immortal character.


  Conan Doyle could easily have applied to himself Holmes own words in The Sign of Four: I am the last and highest court of appeal in detection. When Gregson, or Lestrade, or
  Athelney Jones are out of their depths  which, by the way, is their normal state  the matter is laid before me. I examine the data, as an expert, and pronounce a specialists
  opinion. I claim no credit in such cases. My name figures in no newspapers.


  When he introduced Holmes to Watson in the laboratory of Barts Hospital, young Stamford remarked of Holmes, You seem to be a walking calendar of crime. Later in Baker
  Street, Watson discovered that Holmes appeared to know every detail of every horror perpetrated in the century. Holmes borrows this knowledge from his creator, for Conan Doyle owned a
  criminological library and was widely read in the criminal history of several countries: You will find a parallel case in Riga in 54, as Holmes says.


  This book relates some of the cases from Conan Doyles private calendar of crime, including some of the greatest sensations of the period, from Jack the Ripper to Sacco and Vanzetti, from
  Dr Crippen to the mysterious disappearance of Agatha Christie.


  This is not another book about Sherlock Holmes, nor is it a straightforward biography of Conan Doyle. Perhaps it should really be called a study in scarlet. It tries to put old
  facts in a new light by going back to the beginning of Conan Doyles life, and picking up the scarlet thread of murder and crime which runs through it to the end. Many will perhaps be
  surprised, thinking of Conan Doyle as the author of anodyne tales, to find him in 1929, only a few months before his death, visiting the scene of a brutal sex-murder in South Africa and taking up
  his inquiry into the case with the same relish for crime that he had as a fifteen-year-old schoolboy brought to the denizens of the Chamber of Horrors in Madame Tussauds famous
  waxworks on a holiday visit to London in 1874.


  His biographers in the past paid little attention to this aspect of Conan Doyles rich and well-filled life, although his heroic efforts to vindicate the innocence of George Edalji and
  Oscar Slater are always spoken of.


  Here I have tried to collect accounts, many by Conan Doyle himself, others based on his documentation, of all the crimes that interested him, and to cast new light on those with which he was
  directly involved. They are told largely from his point of view, which means that they do not always coincide with other versions, but the documentation will allow interested readers to pursue them
  in greater detail. Even to the most enthusiastic admirers of Sherlock Holmes, I think much of the material in these chapters will be either new or unfamiliar.


  Peter Costello


  Dublin


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  A DETECTIVE CALLS


  In March 1885, Arthur Conan Doyle was in practice as a doctor in Southsea, a suburb of Portsmouth, the great naval base on the south coast of England.


  He was twenty-five years old, nearly four years graduated from Edinburgh University, a poor professional man with few patients. At this date he had little to show either for his long-held
  literary ambitions.


  About 10 oclock in the evening of Friday, 27 March, on what had already proved to be a most difficult day, he and an elderly ex-naval friend he calls Captain Whitehall
  returned to Conan Doyles house, 1 Bush Villas, Elm Grove, near the town centre.


  A burly man with heavy whiskers stood waiting on the step inside the railing on which Conan Doyles brass plate was displayed under the red lamp which marked a doctors surgery.


  Are you Dr Doyle, Sir? the man asked.


  Conan Doyle admitted that he was.


  I am a detective from the local police station. I was ordered to enquire into the death of a young man in your house lately.


  In every writers life there is one incident which suddenly crystallizes what had been until then incoherent feelings and ambitions.


  Though his biographers have made nothing of it before now, this sinister visit by a police detective to the young Conan Doyle resulted, in my opinion, in the creation of Sherlock Holmes, and in
  the fixing of Conan Doyles lifelong fascination with the mysteries of crime and detection.


  Recalling this incident a few years later in the course of writing his now almost forgotten autobiographical novel The Stark Munro Letters (published in September 1895), Conan Doyle
  confessed that this visit came like a thunderbolt out of the blue sky: police inquiries are always disturbing, especially for the innocent.


  He invited the detective into the house. Had the officer any objections to the presence of his friend and colleague Captain Whitehall?  a query later to be echoed again and again in the
  stories of Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson.


  Conan Doyle found when they were seated in the front room, overlooking the street, which he used as his consulting office  much of the house was still unfurnished  that the
  policeman was a person of tact, with a pleasant manner. The police station he worked out of was nearby in Albert Road, just at the east end of Elm Grove. He began to put his questions. (The
  dialogue quoted here is not my invention, but is taken directly from Conan Doyles text, with the real names restored where possible.1)


  Of course, Dr Doyle, the officer began, you are much too well known in the town for anyone to take this matter seriously.


  He paused.


  But the fact is that we have had an anonymous letter this morning saying that the young man died yesterday and was to be buried at an unusual hour today, and that the circumstances were
  suspicious.


  Anonymous letters to the police, as they both knew well, are all too often the quiet start of the most sensational of criminal investigations.


  He died the day before yesterday, Conan Doyle explained. He was buried at eight today.


  Then he told the detective the story from the beginning.


  Conan Doyle had come to Southsea only in the summer of 1882, towards the end of June, and he was still facing the usual difficulties of a young doctor in a new town of getting
  his practice off the ground. His neighbour, a well-established doctor named William Royston Pike, a decade older than Doyle and who lived at the top of Yarborough Road, a mere hundred yards away,
  was very kind to him. A few days before, Pike had called him into consultation about a difficult case. He wanted Conan Doyle to give his opinion on a patient, a young man named Jack Hawkins, the
  son of a widow who had arrived in Southsea the previous October.


  The doctors called on the family, who were in lodgings at 2 Queens Gate, down on the Osborne Road, overlooking the common facing the sea. Aside from the mother and twenty-five-year-old
  son, there was a pretty daughter, slightly older, named Louise.


  Doyle realized when he saw the family that he had already encountered them. Sometime before, while on a railway journey, he had shared a compartment with them. The son had thrown an epileptic
  fit and Conan Doyle had helped the ladies attend to him. The young man was dosed with the bromide his mother carried with her and soon recovered. Mrs Hawkins explained that they were on their way
  from Gloucester to Southsea. She gave him her card and suggested he call on them if ever he was in Southsea. (This at least is the account given in The Stark Munro Letters.) But now, in
  their present distress about Jacks developing illness, they did not recognize him: only later did Louise realize why the young doctors face had seemed familiar.
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    The scene in the train, illustration from The Stark Munro Letters (The Idler 1894)

  


  There was no doubt about the case. Jack had meningitis  the fit in the train would have been an early sign, a premonitory symptom. Death  in those days before antibiotics 
  was certain, only a matter of time. Indeed at this date meningitis was a mysterious illness  the active agent would not be isolated until 1887. A few days later the mother and daughter
  called on Conan Doyle. They were distraught. Jacks illness was upsetting their host and he could not continue to be nursed where he was.


  Conan Doyles house was empty (except for his younger brother Innes and a housekeeper who occupied the basement). He offered to take the boy into his own home as a resident
  patient  much like Mr Blessington in the Sherlock Holmes story of that title.


  Once in bed at 1 Bush Villas the boys condition worsened. As his sister would later die from tuberculosis, it is more than likely that this ran in the family, and that Jack was suffering
  from the tubercular form of the illness. He had been taking bromide of potassium, which relieved his symptoms, such as those spasms which had been so distressing in the train. Conan Doyle was
  following a typical treatment of the period and was giving him a medicine in which a little chloral was mixed.


  Conan Doyle was well aware of the limits of medication. He owned two books on materia medica, which he kept to the end of his life. One, by Alexander Milne, he had had at medical school
  and it was interleaved with a handwritten list of medicines and their doses. The other was by Alfred Garrod. Both were standard textbooks of the day.


  However, with chloral care was needed. Though frequently used then as a substitute for morphia in treating delirium tremens, St Vitus Dance, tetanus and whooping cough, it was a
  drug which had to be used with great caution. A contemporary medical text book says of chloral that the depressing action . . . upon the heart renders it dangerous (Pepper, 1886, I,
  834). An over-large dose in some individuals could kill rather than cure. Dixon Mann, that much-used authority in the field of medical jurisprudence, states clearly that The toxic action of
  choral hydrate is extremely irregular (Mann, 1898, 542). A dose as small as three grains was reported to have killed a child.


  Dr Pike called on the evening of Tuesday, 24 March, and Conan Doyle asked him to come upstairs and have a look at the patient. In retrospect, Conan Doyle realized this small incident may have
  been one of the most momentous in his life. It had been a trivial request, but as Dr Joseph Bell his old teacher at Edinburgh University had always insisted, such trivialities were of the greatest
  importance. It was the merest chance that Dr Pike had called and had seen the boy: if he had not, the history of detective fiction might well have been different.


  Jacks temperature had come down to 101.5F and that night he slept. This was not in fact a reassuring sign but a dangerous one. At eight in the morning (Wednesday, 25 March) the
  housekeeper brought up the arrowroot ordered the night before, as part of the liquid diet indicated in the illness. Conan Doyle was roused from sleep by her hoarse scream. The young man was
  dead.


  Jacks face was relaxed now, free from pain, so peacefully smiling that Conan Doyle could hardly recognize the fevered features of the previous day. Anatomists he had heard lecture at
  university had said this was merely a post-mortem relaxation of the facial muscles. But Conan Doyle thought they might be wrong: there was great promise in the faces of the dead. The first note of
  the great theme of his last years, which were to be devoted to spiritualism and communication with the dead, had been struck.


  After he had broken the news to the family, the arrangements for registering the death, obtaining a burial order, hiring an undertaker, purchasing a plot, and arranging for the funeral had to be
  seen to. Even after the funeral that morning, which Conan Doyle had attended with Captain Whitehall, there had been official formalities to be dealt with. It was these tedious chores which had
  taken some time, even with help from his friend.


  The detective listened attentively to all of this, and took a note or two of the pertinent facts.


  Who signed the certificate? he asked.


  I did, Conan Doyle replied.


  This was correct procedure, yet the detective raised his eyebrows slightly. There is really no-one to check your statements then? he asked.


  Oh yes, Dr Pike saw him the night before he died. He knew all about the case.


  The detective shut his notebook with a snap. Dr Pike had been the Medical Officer of Health in Southsea and was well known to the police as the Honorary Physician to the Royal Hospital in the
  town.


  That is final, Dr Doyle. Of course, I must see Dr Pike as a matter of form, but if his opinion agrees with yours I can only apologize to you for this intrusion.


  The detective left, followed by the salty imprecations of Conan Doyles naval friend against the rascal who had written the anonymous letter. If he caught up with them . . . By God
  sir, youd have a real case to look after then. In fact no light was ever cast on the local enemy who had anonymously denounced Dr Doyle to the police.


  This account is taken, as I say, directly from Conan Doyles novel, The Stark Munro Letters. He had signed the certificate, which was quite regular  but he had failed to
  indicate, as he should have done, how long the condition had existed. A technical error perhaps, but Conan Doyle realized, of course, that such a police interview could have had serious
  consequences for a young doctor. He had an estranged friend in Plymouth, Dr George Turnavine Budd  one of the models, many think, for Professor George Challenger  whose professional
  decline followed on the heels of the unfavourable comments of the local coroner after one of his patients had died.


  Post mortems and inquests had serious implications for a doctors reputation; families never like them. But this case would have involved an exhumation, which could have been done only by
  special order of the Home Office. That would have meant ruin. A tragic death might well have become a matter of murder overnight. In the classic British legal expression, Conan Doyle would have
  become the man now helping the police with their inquiries.


  Conan Doyle now found himself emotionally attracted, perhaps out of a sense of pity, to Jacks sister Louise, a very gentle and amiable girl. Some financial interests
  depended on the young mans death  100 a year for Louise, her now enlarged share of their late fathers estate. Such a sum would have a significant value to a poor doctor,
  whose own annual income was about 270 a year.


  If Dr Pike had not arrived that night, it was more than likely there would have been an exhumation. And then  well, there was the chloral in the body. A sharp lawyer or local gossip could
  have made much of the point. And besides, the first breath of suspicion would have blown away his modest, but rising, practice. What awful things lurk at the corners of lifes highway,
  ready to pounce upon us as we pass, he has the hero of his novel, Dr Stark Munro, reflect.


  Conan Doyle had not committed a crime. At worst a professional error could be imputed to him, if even that. The fact that he himself had been the victim of an anonymous letter, that the innocent
  circumstances of an ordinary yet tragic death could so easily have been distorted by the mere presence of a drug and the matter of an inheritance, that what he had done in all innocence could be
  made to seem highly suspicious, all these facts made a deep impression on Conan Doyle.


  He wrote about the incident with great feeling in his novel, and, guided by his own emotions, we should not overlook its deep significance: Conan Doyle knew now how guilty the innocent might
  seem.


  This, moreover, was his first encounter with a detective. It changed his life.


  Haunted, I suspect, by a nagging doubt that he might actually have precipitated Jack Hawkins death by careless medication, Conan Doyles sense of chivalry prompted his protection of
  the girl. He became engaged to Louise, or Touie as he now called her, less out of love than of a sense of duty. He was not, he knew, in love with her. When in later years he did fall in love, he
  knew it for a very different feeling. Touie was dear to him, he later told his brother Innes. Yet there was a large part of his intimate life that was not filled by Louise. This emotional emptiness
  was filled after he met Jean Leckie, his second wife, with whom he conducted a long relationship until they were able to marry after Louise died. But that was all in the distant future when Arthur
  and Louise became engaged.


  Some months later, on 6 August 1885, at Thornton-in-Lonsdale parish church, then in Yorkshire (but now in Cumbria), Dr Arthur Conan Doyle Esq. MD married Miss Louise Hawkins, youngest
  daughter of the late Jeremiah Hawkins, Esq. of Minsterworth, in the country of Gloucester according to the notice that the family inserted rather grandly in The Times of London.


  Louise Hawkins had been born on 10 September 1857, 20 months before Conan Doyles own birth, the daughter of Jeremiah and his wife Emily, ne Butts, at Prasebrook Cottage, Dixton,
  in Monmouthshire. The Hawkins family had been established in Minsterworth since the mid-eighteenth century, where they had been gentry of some standing, but later seem to have declined in wealth.
  Hence the retirement, after her fathers death, to more economic lodgings on the south coast.


  It was now little more than four months since Jacks death  mourning seems not to have lasted long in either the Doyle or the Hawkins family.


  And only eight months later, in March 1886, the first anniversary of Jack Hawkins death and the detectives sinister visit, in the same house in Southsea, in the very same
  consulting room where he himself had been questioned about a suspected murder, Conan Doyle began to write A Study in Scarlet, his first detective story (see his handwritten notes, opposite).
  He was beginning to exorcize the fears that haunted him.


  In that short novel the consulting room, the police detective on a false trail, the blustering friend, the frightened young woman, even death by poison, were to find a strange new fictional
  form.


  Sherlock Holmes had arrived.
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  CHAPTER TWO


  DR DOYLE AND MR HOLMES


  The original notes which Conan Doyle made in March 1886 when he sat down to write his detective story still survive. It is astonishing to find that, despite some initial
  fumbling for plot and title, the essential concept of Dr Watson and Sherlock Holmes was there from the beginning.


  These two immortals of literature  does anyone anywhere need to be told who they are?  arose from a deep, creative need in Conan Doyle himself, reflecting contrasting aspects of
  his own nature. They were not worked for; they were inspired. And for that we have to thank the anonymous detective of the Southsea police.


  Suspicion of murder, the fear we all feel faced with official inquiries, began the creative process that led to A Study in Scarlet. I will have more to say later about the biographical
  and literary background to the writing of the book, but for the moment we will concentrate on the psychology of the affair.


  All his life Conan Doyle was conscious of the narrow margin of fate that protects the innocent, the minor twist of evidence that could acquit or hang an accused. This is reflected in his
  fiction, and finds expression in an interest in crime and detection, and in a deep, lifelong concern for the victims of injustice.


  That Dr Doyle and Dr Watson were strikingly similar has long been obvious. I am the man in the street, claimed Conan Doyle, and that is Watsons role in the Holmes stories.
  Doyles honest simplicity, his ordinariness, his complete Watsonness, have been taken by some of his biographers as the key to his life story.


  Clearly Dr Watson, whatever other models he may have had in real life, such as Conan Doyles own secretary Major Herbert Wood, is largely drawn from Doyle himself.


  For a start both are medical men of much the same age with sporting interests. Both have a bluff, hearty appearance. Both seem conventional, imperialist in politics, non-intellectual men of
  action. Dr Watson even shares Conan Doyles love for Southsea, and his literary tastes, such as a liking for the sea-stories of William Clark Russell. Compared with his anti-social friend, Dr
  Watson (an author after all!) is a public figure. And he marries conventionally, like Dr Doyle, a girl he meets in the course of a professional case. As mentioned earlier, even in appearance Dr
  Watson must have resembled Conan Doyle. They were both men in their late twenties, Watson being only a few years older than Conan Doyle.


  In contrast to this is Conan Doyle as Sherlock Holmes.2 In Southsea, Doyle often refers in his letters to his Bohemian way of life, which
  ended naturally enough with his marriage to Louise Hawkins. Doyle owned the chemical apparatus on which Holmes malodorous experiments were conducted. His were the untidy lodgings, shared
  with a congenial companion (his brother Innes), crowded with memorabilia, books of cuttings, criminal records. Mrs Hudson of Baker Street had her real life model in the Scottish housekeeper (an old
  family servant of the Doyles) who cared for Conan and Innes Doyle in Southsea. The purple dressing-gown, the shag-filled pipe, the long hours of lonely introspection on the meaning of life were all
  part of Conan Doyles life before they were bestowed upon Holmes.


  Doyle, too, took drugs; not the morphine or cocaine of Sherlock Holmes, but others, in a simple spirit of experiment. I have to be careful for I dabble with poisons a good deal,
  says Holmes: one of Conan Doyles first publications was a note, Gelseminum as a Poison, in the British Medical Journal (20 September 1879), relating the effects of the
  drug on his own system, a dangerous procedure indeed.


  Doyle, like Holmes, valued his privacy, but was always available for consultation. He gave Holmes his talent for boxing, but the great detectives violin playing came from elsewhere.


  Conan Doyle recommended William Winwood Reades book The Martyrdom of Man (1872) to his friends as one of the most remarkable ever penned before Sherlock Holmes did.
  Daring speculations, Watson thought, though Holmes drew a lesson from Winwood Reade as they pursued the mysterious fugitives in The Sign of Four. Doyles own private
  broodings over his lapse from the Catholic faith of his youth, in which Reade played a part, left their mark on his fiction.


  In the early 1880s, before the creation of A Study in Scarlet, Conan Doyle in Southsea was indolent, inquisitive, cerebral, complex, and often unconventional. And unmarried.


  Sherlock Holmes, then, represents another, less familiar, side of Conan Doyles character, and in the Holmes stories written at speed with little time for thought, he often expresses
  feelings more deeply hidden in his more studied writings. Samuel Rosenberg in his amusing inquiry Naked Is the Best Disguise discusses some of these hidden aspects of the tales, largely from
  a literary point of view. But there is more than a literary point of view to Conan Doyle and Sherlock Holmes.


  Conan Doyle as Dr Watson was an establishment figure, accepting a knighthood, standing for Parliament, and defending British policy over Ireland, the Boers and the Great War.


  Conan Doyle as Sherlock Holmes was a closet radical, refusing a title, defending victims of injustice and political persecution at home and abroad. While writing his officially favoured history
  of the campaigns on the Western Front in 1916, Conan Doyle also lobbied to save the life of Sir Roger Casement from a traitors death.3


  For his biographer John Dickson Carr, Conan Doyles identification with Holmes was the great hidden joke of the writers life. For Adrian Conan Doyle it was something more; he had no
  doubts that his father was essentially the real Sherlock Holmes, and would respond with anger to all attempts to see Sherlock Holmes as based on any other real-life figure; indeed he
  had a long-standing feud with the American novelist Irving Wallace on this score.


  Adrian Conan Doyle was born in 1910, well past what is usually thought of as the heyday of Sherlock Holmes, even though his father went on publishing the stories until 1927. He recalls some
  vividly Sherlockian scenes from the familys private life in the 1920s.


  
    
      My memories as a youth are mottled with sudden, silent periods when, following upon some agitated stranger or missive, my father would disappear into his study for two or
      three days on end. It was not a question of affectation but complete mental absorption that checked and counter-checked, pondered, dissected and sought the clue to some mystery that had been
      hurried to him as the last court of appeal. The hushed footfalls of the whole household, the tray of untasted food standing on the threshold, the subconscious feeling of tension that would
      settle on family and staff alike, were not less than the reflected essence of the brain, the lamp, and the letter that wrought their unpublicized drama on the inner side of the curtained
      door.

    

  


  This is pure Baker Street. But the key word, I think, is unpublicized, for I suspect that many of the cases on which Conan Doyle gave his advice, sometimes even his
  direct assistance, as a consulting detective, have gone unrecorded. Adrian Conan Doyle was always impressed by his fathers skill, in the style of Sherlock Holmes, in deducing facts about
  complete strangers.


  
    
      In power of deductive observation I have never known his equal. These strange gifts played their part in Conan Doyles private life. In travelling through the capital
      cities of the world, it was one of my keenest enjoyments to accompany my father to any principal restaurant, and there listen to his quiet speculations as to the characteristics, professions
      and other idiosyncracies, all quite hidden from my eyes, of our fellow diners. Sometimes we could not prove the correctness or otherwise of his findings as the particular subject might be
      unknown to the head-waiter; but whenever those concerned were known to the matre dhotel, the accuracy of my fathers deduction was positively startling.

    

  


  These remarks were confirmed by Lady Doyle herself, writing in 1934, four years after Conan Doyles death. The public does not realize that my husband had the
  Sherlock Holmes brain, and sometimes he privately solved mysteries that had non-plussed the police. He was able, through his remarkable powers of deduction and inference, to locate missing people
  whose relatives had given them up as lost or murdered.


  None of this should surprise us. Conan Doyle himself once observed that a man cannot spin a character out of his own inner consciousness and make it really lifelike unless he has the
  possibilities of that character within himself.


  In one of his early stories, The Recollections of Captain Wilkie (published in 1895), Conan Doyle describes a character doing just what Adrian describes, observing people in the
  train with him, practising a skill he had learnt from an Edinburgh professor, a clue the relevance of which will emerge in the next chapter. But to practise the skill well there must
  have been an innate talent for it already there, the talent of the natural detective.


  Previous biographers have written largely of Conan Doyle as Watson: the public figure, the Boer War doctor, the historian, the religious controversialist, and so on.


  This book, by contrast, is about Conan Doyle as Sherlock Holmes; about the inner, secret Conan Doyle, rather than the bluff exterior; about the writer as detective, the artist as
  criminologist.
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