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  Foreword


  Richard Lancelyn Green


  One of the most famous opening paragraphs in a Sherlock Holmes story is that found in Thor Bridge (which was first published in the 1920s). Dr Watson says: Somewhere in the vaults of the bank of Cox & Co., at Charing Cross, there is a travel-worn and battered tin dispatch-box with my name, John H. Watson, M.D., Late Indian Army, painted upon the lid. It is crammed with papers, nearly all of which are records of cases to illustrate the curious problems which Mr Sherlock Holmes had at various times to examine. Readers had already been offered tantalizing details of many unrecorded cases in preceding stories, but this confirmed that he had a long row of year-books which fill a shelf, and there are the dispatch cases filled with documents. He rightly called it a perfect quarry for the student, not only of crime, but of the social and official scandals of the late Victorian era. It is into these that the authors represented in the present volume have dipped.


  The influence of Sherlock Holmes made itself felt within months of the publication of the first short stories in the Strand Magazine. There was plagiarism which achieved its apogee with Sexton Blake who had rooms in Baker Street, and there were rivals who knew they could succeed only by being different. The Golden Age of detective fiction was littered with a strange array of private inquiry agents who were fat, blind, Belgian or of the opposite sex. Yet for all their attempts at being different, they never entirely escaped the shadow of Sherlock Holmes. As Scotland Yard had discovered, his longest shots invariably hit their mark, and even when he was outwitted, as he was by Irene Adler, his reputation was enhanced.


  It is the art of a great writer to leave the reader anxious for more, and Dr Watson was such a writer. He often erred on the side of discretion, and he intrigued the reader because of his less than perfect grasp of detail. Where his knowledge failed he resorted to imagination and was not unduly concerned when this led to contradictions and inconsistencies within the text. He introduced colour and variety and irrelevance, which added to the myth and gave the reader a picture which was sharp in its essentials, but blurred at the edges.


  No reader has ever put down the stories believing that Watson had said the last word on the subject. For some there was an irresistible urge to parody the style and to play with the name of Sherlock Holmes (which lends itself well to mutations such as Shylock Bones, Sherluck Gnomes, Picklock Holes, or Sheerlecoq Omes). The parodies made fun of the contrasting characteristics of Holmes and Watson, between the infallible brain which could distinguish 144 types of cigarette ash or recognize clay and earth from the counties of England (something still denied to the most sophisticated computers of the late twentieth century) and the obtuseness of the all-admiring friend.


  The greatest scope for other writers lay in the unrecorded, unfathomed and unfinished cases. When Watson made it known that Holmes had survived the struggle at the Reichenbach Falls, there were demands that he should furnish the public with details of the cases which he had already mentioned, and he proceeded to do so with The Second Stain (to which he had referred on two occasions). Even then there was an alternative literature provided by others, including major writers such as Bret Harte, and Mark Twain (who introduced Holmes into his late novel, A Double-Barrelled Detective Story).


  The early apocryphal works did not profess to be part of the original canon, for the concept only developed after Ronald Knox had elevated the study of Sherlock Holmes to new and rarefied heights in 1911 with his famous satirical essay, Studies in the Literature of Sherlock Holmes. This gave impetus to the serious study of the stories and raised the possibility that there was not one but two authors (as had been suggested in the writing of the Odyssey) or that Watson had described the early cases as they happened, but had invented the later ones to satisfy public demand. The new scholarship opened the way for others to take up their pens to continue the saga, while remaining faithful to their subject as had the story-tellers of old who created heroic deeds for Alexander the Great of which historians were previously unaware.


  The apocryphal Sherlock Holmes story need not be a great detective story, but it has to be a convincing story of the great detective. The character is more important than the case. It is his method which appeals to the reader. It is the special relationship with Dr Watson, who holds up a mirror to nature and occasionally distorts the image to add glamour to the reflection. The additional stories should conform to the formula and yet should add variety. The purist might prefer the seemingly insignificant trifle that turns out to be important, and the humble and eccentric client often makes a better entrance at Baker Street than the representatives of the reigning houses of Europe or the emissaries of the Pope. The introduction of historical figures such as Oscar Wilde or Jack the Ripper is not always advisable as it could be said that they add an element of fiction to the self-contained world of Sherlock Holmes, and characters whose exploits have been documented by others sometimes have difficulty crossing the threshold at Baker Street. Watson could describe a case in which Sherlock Holmes outwitted Raffles, but it would not be the Raffles who is known to us through the writings of his friend, Bunny Manders. There again, there is no reason why Holmess grandson should not ape his grandfather and form a working partnership with Dr Watsons granddaughter, but it is Dr Watson, and his work, who will always be most in demand. Whatever other cases remain in the battered dispatch box, readers are most anxious to have details of the cases which are known to them by name and which were solved by Sherlock Holmes.


  This volume is exactly what is required. It contains an impressive array of cases which Watson mentioned and it has a scholarly status as it is arranged in chronological order with a connecting narrative which provides a biographical background. It is entertaining and informative, and is remarkable for the many distinguished writers who are among the contributors. It is a book which can be recommended and is in every sense a magnum opus.


  Richard Lancelyn Green
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  Introduction


  The Life and Adventures of Sherlock Holmes


  For more years than I care to remember I have been researching the life of the first and best known of all private consulting detectives, Mr Sherlock Holmes. It has not been easy. Devotees of the Sherlock Holmes cases will know that his friend and colleague Dr John Watson kept an assiduous record of many of the cases after they first met in January 1881, but he was not involved in them all.


  When Holmes was reflecting over his cases in the hours before his cataclysmic struggle with Professor Moriarty in The Final Problem, he remarked to Watson that he had investigated over a thousand cases. That was in April 1891. In The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist Watson comments that between 1894 and 1901 Holmes had been involved in every public case of any difficulty plus many hundreds of private cases. Watson goes on to say that I have preserved very full notes of all these cases. Yet when you look at the standard omnibus volume of Sherlock Holmes you will find only fifty-six short stories and four novels, sixty cases in all. In writing up these cases Watson makes tantalizing passing references to others, such as the repulsive story of the red leech, or the singular adventures of the Grice Patersons on the island of Uffa, but though he kept notes of these stories he did not complete all of them as finished cases. Even then he refers to just short of a hundred cases, so that in total we know of only about 160 cases, which is likely to be less than a tenth of all of the cases Holmes investigated. How wonderful it would be to know about the others. That has been my lifes work.


  The obvious starting point was Watsons papers. He told us in The Problem of Thor Bridge that they were filed away in a despatch box stored in the vaults of the bank of Cox and Co., at Charing Cross. Imagine my horror when, many years ago, in attempting to gain access to these records I discovered two things. Firstly that Watson was clever and had stored only some of his records in that bank vault, and that others were hidden elsewhere. But more frustrating was that I had been pipped at the post. The Cox Bank papers had already been collected by someone else and though he provided a name and identity for the purposes of the bank, I have never been able to trace him, and suspect that the identity he gave was false. Watson was fearful that his papers might be stolen. When he published the case of The Veiled Lodger in January 1927 he alerted the public to the fact that attempts had already been made to gain access to his papers and he gave a warning to one individual, whom he doesnt name, that facts would be revealed about him if he didnt desist. Occasionally stories purporting to be from these files have surfaced in books and magazines. Some may well be genuine, or at least give that appearance, but most are almost certainly false, written by those seeking to gain some reflected glory from the fame of Sherlock Holmes.


  Over the years I have tracked down some of the original cases from papers at Scotland Yard, old newspaper files, and documents held in private archives. On rare moments I have stumbled across papers which almost certainly came from Watsons despatch box, but I fear that most of those records are hidden in one or more private collections, possibly not even in England, purchased, I dare say, for a phenomenal price.


  The trail is complicated by many false avenues and windings. Not even Watson was helpful. Frequently in his published cases he disguised the names of individuals, for obvious reasons, and falsified dates and locations, so that when he recorded that Holmes was investigating such-and-such a case it was as likely that Holmes was somewhere else at that time involved in a very private affair. Watson did his job well in masking the trail, and it will probably never be fully uncovered.


  However, the time has come for me to share the product of some of my research. It is far from complete, but for fear that something may happen to me or to my own papers, I thought it was right to place some of it in print. Perhaps the existence of this book may bring me into contact with others who have access to further papers. Who knows?


  In this volume I have pieced together something of the investigations of Sherlock Holmes and have presented twenty-six new cases completed by fellow researchers who have helped me in my quest. I have endeavoured to show where these cases fit into Holmess career and how they relate to the known cases. In an appendix at the end of this book I also provide a complete chronology of Holmess life and known cases, including some of the other write-ups of his investigations where I believe there has been a genuine effort to get at the truth.


  Let us begin our quest, therefore, and return to the early days of Sherlock Holmes.


  Mike Ashley


  
    
  


  Part I


  The Early Years


  There is precious little record of Holmess early life. It is unusual that someone so famous could keep the details of his life so secret that it becomes necessary to think that it was deliberate. Holmes had little interest in the trivia of personal biography, so it is unlikely that he would have bothered to have disguised the trail. But others may certainly have done so in order to protect him, and thoughts turn immediately to his elder brother Mycroft Holmes who had considerable influence in government circles and could have easily pressed the right buttons in order to close whatever shutters were necessary.


  We must therefore rely on what Watson himself tells us. In His Last Bow, which takes place in August 1914, Watson refers to Holmes as a tall, gaunt man of sixty. It is the only occasion where he mentions his age. We must be careful as he was describing Holmes in disguise as the Irish-American spy Altamont. Had Holmes aged himself or made himself look younger? We dont know. And did Watson mean precisely sixty, or was he in his sixtieth year  in other words fifty-nine? If we accept it at face value, and since no other clue is given as to Holmess birthday, then we must conclude that Holmes was born in either 1853 or 1854, or at the latest in 1855. I prefer the earlier date because in The Boscombe Valley Mystery Holmes refers to himself as middle-aged which suggests forty-something. That story took place in 1889 or 1890 which would make Holmess year of birth earlier than 1850, but middle-aged is an indeterminate phrase and we can assume that a birth year somewhere in the early 1850s is as close as well get. We may take some clue from the year in which Holmes retired, which was at the end of 1903. Did he do this on his fiftieth birthday? It would be an appropriate landmark.


  Holmes came from a line of country squires but somewhere in his veins was the blood of the French artist Claude Vernet, from whose family Holmes also claimed descent. We do not know where Holmes was born, but his general dislike of the countryside suggests that he was raised somewhere remote, and as we shall see he certainly spent some of his youth in Ireland. This coupled with his reticence to discuss his childhood suggests that it might not have been happy, and we can imagine an almost reclusive child already intent upon his studies in logical deduction. Holmes was almost certainly educated at a private school before progressing to university.


  It is at university that his abilities as a solver of puzzles came to the fore. Two of the recorded cases throw some light on Holmess University days. The Gloria Scott, Holmes tells us, was the first case in which he was engaged. He refers to the case again in The Musgrave Ritual saying that the Gloria Scott case first turned my attention in the direction of the profession which has become my lifes work. It is thus of some importance to date this investigation, but it is here that we first encounter Watsons masking of facts. We could put a rough dating on it on the assumption that Holmes went to university when he was about eighteen or nineteen, which would place it in the period 1868 to 1872, and he talks about it occurring after two years at university, or between 1870 and 1874. In The Veiled Lodger Watson tells us Holmes was in active practice for twenty-three years. Since he retired in 1903, counting back would bring us to 1880, but we must also deduct the years of the Great Hiatus between The Final Problem in April 1891 and Holmess return in The Empty House in early 1894, a gap of three years. So he established himself as a consulting detective in 1877. We know from The Musgrave Ritual that Holmes set up his practice soon after university, so we can imagine he finished his university years around 1876. A span of university education from 1872 to 1876 therefore sounds realistic in the chronology and would place the Gloria Scott case in about 1874.


  However, in the course of The Gloria Scott Holmes refers to events aboard the ship having taken place thirty years earlier in 1855, which would place the story in 1885. This has to be wrong, because Holmes and Watson met in 1881 by which time Holmes had been in practice for four years. Clearly there is some deliberate shifting of dates in this story, perhaps through Holmess faulty record keeping (always possible, as he was not a great record-keeper of things he regarded as unimportant), or Watsons erroneous transcription of the case or, we should not forget, through Watson trying to hide the time of Holmess university years.


  In fact my own research has revealed two episodes that happened to Holmes while at university that have previously gone unrecorded. They reveal that Holmess years at university were not without incident and it is not surprising that it has been difficult to tie him down, since he spent time at two universities. I am grateful to Peter Tremayne and Derek Wilson for their help in bringing the record of the episodes into their final form from scraps of evidence left by Watson. I have deliberately set the stories in reverse order of internal events because of the relative discovery of the episodes by Watson. The first happened during the period of Holmess apparent death, whilst Watson learned of the second after Holmess return. Here then, for the first time ever, are the earliest records of Sherlock Holmes.


  
    
  


  The Bothersome Business of the Dutch Nativity


  Derek Wilson


  The death of my dear friend, Sherlock Holmes, affected me more than a little and had I not had the demands of a growing medical practice and the care of a loving wife the loss which I, and indeed the nation, had suffered must have seriously undermined my constitution. For a long time I could scarcely bear it when my affairs took me to places where some of Holmess greatest triumphs had been enacted or where together we had faced dangerous villains or petty scoundrels. As for Baker Street, I avoided it completely; always ordering cab drivers to proceed by some roundabout route when conveying me through that part of London.


  Yet time, as has often been observed, is a healer. I shared that experience common to all bereaved people: the transformation of memories from dreams almost too painful to be endured into visitations of consolation. Increasingly I found myself turning over the leaves of my journals and the printed accounts of Sherlock Holmess cases which I had been privileged to record. Much of the material I had garnered about my friend consisted of tantalizing scraps  hints about his earlier life and oblique references to cases of which I knew nothing. As the months passed more and more of my leisure time was spent in trying to arrange my memorabilia in some logical order so that I might obtain a grasp of the sweep of Holmess life. I lost no opportunity of asking others who had known my friend for any details that might have eluded me and it was in this way that what I call the Bothersome Business of the Dutch Nativity came to my attention.


  In the spring of 1893, my wife and I were invited to Oxford to spend a few days with the Hungerfords. Adrian Hungerford was a fellow of Grenville college and he and Augusta were distant relatives of Marys. Despite Marys insistence that I should enjoy meeting her cousins it was with no very great enthusiasm that I accompanied her from Paddington station on the short journey to Englands most ancient centre of learning. As usual my beloved helpmeet was right. The Hungerfords were an intelligent and relaxed couple of middle years who gave us a welcome as warm as it was genuine.


  It was on the second evening of our stay that Adrian Hungerford invited me to dine with him at his college. I enjoyed an excellent meal on the high table in Grenvilles ancient hall over which I was able, with some effort, to hold up my end of an erudite conversation with the master and the dean. After dinner I retired with the dozen or so fellows to the senior combination room where, over the ritual of claret, port and cigars, discussion, somewhat to my relief, ran into less scholarly channels.


  Am I not right in thinking, Dr Watson, that you were at some time associated with that detective fellow  what was his name  Hutchings? The speaker was a shrivelled little man enveloped in a rather gangrenous masters gown who had been earlier introduced to me as Blessingham.


  Holmes, Sherlock Holmes, Hungerford corrected before I had a chance to reply. Watson helped him with several of his cases, isnt that so, John? He turned to me with an apologetic smile. You must forgive our isolationism, old man. We spend most of our time here behind a raised drawbridge protected from the more sensational doings of the outside world.


  Helped with several cases, did you say? Blessingham, who was obviously hard of hearing, cupped a hand to his ear and leaned closer. Well, you werent here for his first case, were you? He reached for the claret decanter, drained it into his glass and brandished it in the direction of a steward who hurried forward with a replacement.


  You refer, Sir, to the Gloria Scott, I assume, I said.


  Gloria who? Never heard of the woman. The old man gulped his wine. No I mean the nonsense about that painting.


  I was suddenly aware that other conversations had stopped and that all eyes had turned towards Blessingham. Several of them registered alarm.


  Rather hastily the dean said, Our guest doesnt want to hear about that lamentable incident.


  By this time my curiosity was, of course, thoroughly aroused. On the countrary, I said. I am always eager to hear anything about my late friend.


  The master made a flapping gesture with his hand. It was nothing and best forgotten. Holmes was only with us for a short time.


  Holmes was here? I asked with genuine surprise. At Grenville? I had no idea 


  Yes, 1872, I think  or was it 73? I know it was around the same time that Sternforth was up. Hes making quite a name for himself in Parliament now. Have you heard from him recently, Grenson? Skilfully, the master turned the talk to other matters.


  It can be imagined that this unlocking and hasty refastening of a hitherto unknown part of Holmess early life stirred considerable excitement within me. It was with difficulty that I contained all the questions I was longing to ask about it. Not until the following afternoon did I have the opportunity to interrogate Hungerford on the matter. Mary and I were taking a stroll through Christchurch Meadows with our host and hostess and I contrived to urge Hungerford to a slightly faster pace so that we might walk on ahead.


  What was that talk last night about Sherlock Holmes and a painting? I enquired. It seemed to embarrass some of your colleagues.


  A number of the older fellows are certainly still troubled by the episode even after all these years, Hungerford mused, directing his gaze along the river. I must say that surprises me rather.


  But what was it about? I almost shouted in my exasperation. Old Blessingham called it Holmess first case yet I have never heard of it.


  Hungerford smiled at my impatience. Well, Holmes was obviously an honourable man. The people over at New College enjoined him to secrecy on the matter and he faithfully kept silence.


  But surely theres no need to maintain the mystery any longer, I urged.


  I suppose not. It was really nothing more than a storm in an academic teacup; and yet in a closed little world like ours such incidents do tend to assume greater importance than they merit.


  Look, Hungerford, I said, you can tell me the story. We doctors are able to keep confidences, you know.


  Thus prompted my distant cousin related the story which, with a few emendations and name changes (made to honour my side of the bargain) and with additional details furnished later by Holmes himself, I can now set before the public.


  It all began, as far as Holmes was concerned, at Paddington station. It was the autumn of 1873 and he had just enrolled at Grenville College after a year or two at Trinity in Dublin. On this particular late afternoon he was returning to Oxford after a day spent in the British Museum Reading Room. He had selected an empty, first-class smoking compartment and was looking forward to a quiet journey in the company of a recent dissertation on alkali poisons derived from plants in the Americas. The train made its first clanking convulsion preparatory to departure when a distraught figure appeared on the platform and grabbed the door handle. With a sigh of resignation Holmes leaped to his feet and helped a young man with a flapping topcoat into the compartment.


  As Holmes slammed the door and the train gathered speed the stranger collapsed onto the seat opposite, spreading a pile of books and papers and other belongings out beside him. Thank you, sir, thank you, he panted.


  Not at all. I perceive that you have had a particularly harassing afternoon. Holmes surveyed a young man in his late twenties of startlingly pale appearance. Even though flushed with exertion, his cheeks were as though drawn in pastels. His hair was the colour of white sand and the eyes that peered through thick-lensed spectacles were of the lightest blue. It is always aggravating to mistake the time of ones train and then to have ones cab stuck in traffic  quite wretched.


  The other man leaned forward, mouth open in astonishment. You cannot possibly  Are you some kind of spirit who consorts with mediums?


  Now it was Holmes who was momentarily nonplussed. Do you mean am I a medium who consorts with spirits?


  That is what I asked, sir. If you are I must tell you straight out that I dont disapprove of such dabbling in forbidden waters  no, not at all.


  Holmes laughed. Then let me set your mind at rest. I am a student of very terrestrial sciences. There was nothing other-worldly about my observations. As to your mistake about train times, I simply perceived that your Bradshaw was out of date. He pointed to the bulky Bradshaws Railway Guide which lay among the strangers papers. This particular train has been departing ten minutes earlier since the end of September.


  To be sure; to be sure, the other muttered, but your reference to the traffic?


  Even simpler, sir. It has been raining lightly for the past ten minutes yet only the upper part of your clothing is wet. Clearly you were obliged to leave the protection of your cab before reaching the station. That you did so in some haste is evidenced by the fact that, having paid the driver, you are still clutching your purse in your hand.


  Remarkable, said the stranger, sitting back in the seat. You are obviously a very observant young man. May I know your name?


  Sherlock Holmes, undergraduate of Grenville College, at your service, sir.


  Grenville, eh? Then we are close neighbours. I am 


  William Spooner, fellow of New College. Please, do not register surprise, sir. You are one of the celebrities of Oxford. The Spoo, as the young lecturer in Ancient History and Philosophy was known to undergraduates, had already acquired that reputation for eccentricity which was later to spread well beyond the confines of the university.


  Spooner nodded mournfully. Ah, yes, its those things I say, isnt it? I cant help myself you know; they just pop out like habbits from a role.


  After exchanging a few more courtesies each passenger settled to his own occupation for the journey. Holmes returned to his paper. Spooner spent a considerable time organizing his possessions into some semblance of order and arranging them on the overhead rack, then extracted a slim volume of Ovidian poetry from the pocket of his surtout, curled himself into the opposite corner and began to read with the page held close to his face. Yet neither was able to concentrate. Holmes was intrigued by the albino and was conscious that Spooner was taking no less interest in him. Several times the younger man glanced surreptitiously across the intervening space only to find that New Colleges most remarkable resident was staring fixedly at him. Once or twice Spooner opened his mouth as though he would speak but either the words would not come or he thought better of them. At last, however, he did break the silence.


  Mr Holmes, I apologize for disturbing you. I wonder, would you mind if I asked you to discuss a certain matter  delicate, bewildering?


  If I can be of service, sir.


  It is not the sort of thing I would normally broach with someone upon such short acquaintance but you appear to be a singularly astute young man and it may be that Providence has brought us together.


  Holmes waited with carefully suppressed amusement to hear what perplexing problem the eccentric don was about to share.


  I am convinced that the whole thing is an undergraduate prank. It may be that you have heard about it from the perpetrators.


  Heard about what, sir?


  Spooner squinted impatiently through his glasses. Why the painting, of course  the Dutch Nativity. Weve lost it permanently for three weeks.


  Perhaps, sir, if you were to start from the beginning?


  Ah, yes, well Giddings, you see, our senior fellow, brilliant mind, Renaissance scholar, very gracious, not at all put out over the election.


  The story which would have taken any normal narrator ten minutes or so to recite occupied Spooner for the remainder of the journey, involving, as it did, acrobatic leaps from thought to thought and perilous balancing on the high wire of tenuous connections. Holmes was amused as much by the effort of following the disjointed account as by the events to which it referred. Briefly, these were as follows:


  Some eleven years previously there had been an election for the wardenship of New College. The contest had been between the then dean and the senior fellow, Dr Giddings. The fellowship had decided on the dean, for Giddings, though highly respected, was already well smitten in years and did not enjoy robust health. The old don had shown his regard for the college by warmly congratulating the warden elect and donating to the chapel a magnificent Nativity by Rembrandt. It was this painting which, in October 1873, had been stolen.


  Holmes asked why the crime had not been reported to the police and received the reply that the fellows were disposed to regard it as an internal university matter. Over the past few months there had been a series of similar incidents in various colleges. Oriels standard had been removed from its flagpole. A hanging candelabrum had vanished from the hall at Merton. An ancient sundial had been prised from a quadrangle wall at Magdalen and, more recently someone had walked out of Radcliffe library with a rare incunabulum, deceiving the staff by leaving a superficial fake in its place. The New College authorities attributed these escapades to undergraduate high spirits and were pursuing their own enquiries but to Holmes it was evident that Spooner and, probably, his colleagues were more exercised by their loss than they were prepared to admit.


  Having heard his fellow passengers tale, my friend could only express his condolences over New Colleges loss and regret that he knew nothing which could be of any help in the recovery of the painting. As a new arrival in Oxford he had yet to acquaint himself with the student grapevine, he explained, and, in any case, he was, himself, of a rather solitary and studious disposition.


  Having arrived at Oxford the two travellers shared a cab into the city centre, where they parted company. Holmes resolved to put the New College painting from his mind but the curious elements of Spooners narrative no less than the disjointed mode of its delivery declined to be easily banished. Thus he found himself next morning in the chapel of the nearby college gazing at a large area of empty stone wall. A small card pinned to a stall beneath the space read: the nativity of our lord by rembrandt van ryn, 1661. This painting has been temporarily removed for restoration.


  Holmes climbed onto the wooden seat to inspect the wall more closely. Faint dust marks could be seen where the frame had touched the stonework and, using the span of his outstretched right hand, which he knew to be nine and a quarter inches in width, he measured the dimensions of the missing painting. It was as he was stretching upwards as far as he could reach to gauge the height of the absent masterpiece that he heard an outraged voice behind him.


  Ere! What dyou think youre a-doing of?


  Calmly Sherlock Holmes stepped down and turned to confront an aged college servant whose faded black gown proclaimed him to be some sort of sexton or verger. Are you in charge here? he enquired.


  That I am and right tired of the antics of you young gentlemen. This is a house of God and not a place for your pranks. Now be off with you, before I call the dean.


  Oh, theres no need to disturb him, said Holmes casually. Im sure you can tell me all I need to know. He produced a half sovereign from his pocket. Im interested in your excellent painting and was very sorry not to be able to see it. Do you know where it has gone to be restored?


  The old mans tone changed at the sight of the gleaming coin. Yes, sir, he said, holding out his hand for the unexpected gratuity. Ive got a note of the address in my vestry. If youd care to step this way. I take it youre a student of art, sir.


  Thats right, Holmes agreed.


  Well, I dont know as youll learn much from that painting. Right dark and gloomy it is. You cant scarcely make out any of the figures in it. They say its very valuable, but I wouldnt give it house room. If you wouldnt mind waiting there a moment, sir. He unlocked a small door and shuffled into a chamber scarcely larger than a broom cupboard. Seconds later he re-emerged bearing a card.


  Ah yes, Simkins and Streeter, Holmes said, nodding approvingly. I know them well. Theyll do a first class job. When did they take it?


  It was three weeks ago.


  Was it Mr Simkins or Mr Streeter who called to supervise the removal?


  That I couldnt say, sir. I wasnt here.


  You mean these people came from London and removed this valuable college treasure without your personal supervision? Holmes asked with an air of concerned astonishment. That was not very courteous of them.


  The verger visibly warmed to his visitor. Well, that same thought did strike me, sir. Apparently it was all a rushed job. They was due to come in the afternoon but they never showed up. On the Thursday morning when I came in there was the picture gone. I was a bit worried, I dont mind telling you and I rushed straight to the dean. He set my mind at rest straight away. Not to worry, Tavistock, he said. The restorers came for the painting quite late. It seems theyd had some trouble on the road with a lame horse and, by the time theyd changed it over they were running well behind time. 


  So you never saw the men who collected it?


  No, sir.


  It must have taken several people to remove the painting. It is large and heavy.


  That it is, the old man laughed. Why, when old Dr Giddings presented the picture to the college it took six of us to put it up  an all the time the dean  thats the former dean whos now warden  hopping and dancing around and shouting at us to be careful.


  As they walked the length of the long nave Holmes asked, You were saying youd had some trouble with boisterous undergraduates.


  Gentlemen they call themselves! the aged verger sniffed. Sacrilegious and heathen hooligans I calls them. First week of term it was. I caught four of em in here, scrambling about over the stalls. One of them had a lamp and he was holding it up to that Dutch painting. I was afeared hed set light to the thing. You can imagine, sir, when I saw you on the same spot it brought it all back. So youll forgive me if I was a bit sharp with you.


  I quite understand, Holmes replied sympathetically. Yours is a heavy responsibility. What happened to these rowdies?


  I fetched Junkin, the senior porter, and a couple of his men. They were more than a match for a bunch of drunken undergraduates. We turfed them out and took their names and I reported them directly to the warden. What happened to them after that, I dont know. Theyve certainly not been back here.


  Do you remember any of their names?


  Indeed I do, sir. They was all Magdalen men and their ringleader was the Hon. Hugh Mountcey, Lord Henleys son. Youd think the aristocracy would know better, wouldnt you, sir?


  They had arrived at the west door and the guardian of the chapel held it open. Holmes thanked his informant and passed into the narrow lane outside.


  Back in his rooms Sherlock Holmes abandoned all pretence of pursuing his own studies. The mystery of the missing painting had quite taken hold of his reasoning faculties. He threw himself down on a sofa, lit a pipe and pondered the additional information gleaned from the verger. The Nativity, it appeared, had been scheduled for restoration, a fact which now enabled the fellows, temporarily, to conceal its abduction. It had also seemingly provided excellent cover for the thieves. As to the Magdalen men who had made a nuisance of themselves, that certainly suggested a connection with the earlier outrages perpetrated during the summer and autumn terms.


  Clearly this motley assortment of stolen Oxfordiana had common features. Each item was treasured by the establishment which owned it. Abduction of each required audacity and daring. Its removal was designed to create embarrassment for its owners, who, for that reason, were unlikely to call in the police, thus risking scandal and popular ridicule.


  Yet, Holmes mused, there were also disharmonies. The stolen objects differed greatly in quality, importance, and size. There seemed to be no pattern to the thefts. The removal of Oriels flag had demanded mountaineering ability; Magdalens sundial had been neatly prized from its surrounding stonework by someone well versed in the skills of the mason. Only a scholar with a knowledge of rare printed books could have created the forgery which had, briefly, deceived the Radcliffe library staff. Then there were the elements of difficulty and risk. With each escapade these had become greater. There was a considerable gulf between the nocturnal raid on Oriel to remove its standard and the carrying off of the New College painting. The former certainly had the air of a traditional student rag. The latter was a major crime and had called for elaborate and meticulous planning.


  That brought one on to the issue of motive. What did the perpetrators want with this bizarre collection of objects? Three of the items had little monetary value. The incunabulum and the painting were, by contrast, highly prized artefacts which could only be disposed of through specialist underworld channels. Holmes dismissed the idea of student escapades. They were never malicious; they were simply tiresome displays of exhibitionism and high spirits. This series of thefts was different. It had caused distress and embarrassment to the colleges concerned. Had that been the intention?


  Holmes knocked out his pipe in the hearth and consulted his pocket watch. There wanted a few minutes to two oclock. It was time for another call. Donning a light top coat and extracting a cane from a wicker basket beside the sitting room door, he let himself out and ran lightly down the stone staircase.


  Twenty minutes brisk walking through the city centre and out along the Banbury Road brought him to the edge of the citys suburbs. Here the substantial houses were well spaced out and overlooked fields and meadows running down to the Cherwell. Holmes found the one he was seeking almost at the end of the row. It was a large double-fronted villa approached by a short gravel drive. A pull upon the bell brought a manservant to the front door.


  Holmes handed in his card. I am an art enthusiast and an amateur collector, currently residing at Grenville College, he explained. I must apologize for calling without an appointment, but I should deem it a great honour to be permitted to view Dr Giddings collection.


  The major domo admitted my friend to a spacious hall and asked him to wait. Within moments he returned, ushered the visitor into a well furnished library and announced him. Holmes looked around a room which, at first acquaintance seemed empty. Then he espied a bath chair, its back to him, facing a french window giving onto the garden.


  Over here, young man, a voice commanded from the conveyance.


  Crossing a parquet floor scattered with Persian rugs, Holmes found himself confronted by a shrivelled figure almost completely bundled-up in a plaid rug. Giddings greyish skin was drawn tight over his skull and a fringe of white hair protruded from beneath a velvet skull cap. However, if there was an air of quiet decay about the aged scholar this certainly did not extend to his bright, peering eyes or the mind behind them.


  Sherlock Holmes? Never heard of you, sir! Giddings announced in a high-pitched voice.


  But I have heard of you, Dr Giddings, as has anyone with more than a passing interest in the history of art. Your studies on the northern Renaissance have greatly widened our understanding of the great masters of this side of the Alps.


  Huh! the old man snorted. I thought Id been forgotten long ago.


  Holmes affected a shocked tone. By no means, sir. Quite the reverse. Some of the radical ideas which you advanced in the twenties and thirties are now taken for self-evident truth. As to your private collection 


  I suppose thats what youre here to see; not me. Well come on then. You can work for the privilege. Push me. We go through that door over there.


  Holmes grasped the handles of the invalid carriage and propelled it in the direction indicated. They passed through into a suite of three ground floor rooms interconnected by tall doors. The contents made Holmes gasp in amazement. Every surface from floor to ceiling was covered with paintings on canvas or panel. Scarcely a square inch of papered wall could be seen.


  This is truly remarkable, my friend exclaimed. I had not prepared myself for such a treat.


  The work of a lifetime, young man. If you start now you might just be able to match it by the time youre eighty.


  They made a leisurely tour of the private gallery and Giddings spoke with mounting enthusiasm and excitement about several items. Sherlock Holmes relaxed the aged don with flattery interspersed with pertinent comments and awaited the moment to broach the subject that had taken him thither.


  At last he said, I was devastated not to be able to see the Rembrandt you presented to your college. When I visited the chapel there was a notice saying that it had been sent for restoration but I heard a rumour 


  Vandals! The old man became suddenly animated.


  Then its true, sir, that the painting has been stolen? Holmes asked in shocked tones.


  They should have looked after it better. Its a priceless painting  magnificent example of the artists best period. Now theyve let some hooligans make off with it. Its probably mouldering in a fenland shed somewhere. It will be ruined! Lost! Giddings subsided into a fit of coughing and pressed a large spotted handkerchief to his mouth.


  It must be very distressing to you, sir. I imagine the Rembrandt was the crowning item of your collection.


  The old man nodded vigorously. Yes, I bought it privately in The Hague a quarter of a century ago. It had impeccable provenance. It was quite a sacrifice to part with it but I thought it would make a suitable parting gift, to mark a lifetime of service to New College. They might not have appreciated me but at least they had something to remember me by. Now, however  Giddings shrugged and seemed to shrink even further into his wrappings.


  You dont think the crime might be the work of professional thieves? The art world, as I understand is not without its share of unscrupulous men.


  Out of the question, the old man wheezed. Too well known. Too difficult to sell.


  Holmes propelled the chair towards the next door but stopped when Giddings frame was convulsed by a fresh bout of violent coughing.


  Should I fetch your man? Holmes enquired anxiously.


  The invalid nodded by way of reply and my friend retraced his steps to the library where a tug on the bell pull quickly brought the servant. He conveyed his master back into the library. The old man had recovered from his fit but announced that he was rather tired and begged Holmes to excuse him. He invited the young student to return another day to conclude the tour. Holmes thanked his host volubly and withdrew.


  His next call was upon Mr Spooner in his New College rooms. He informed the don that he had become intrigued by the theft and that, with Spooners permission, he would like to follow up certain ideas which had occurred to him. He pressed the fellow for some details on certain points and asked him for a letter of introduction to Messrs Simkins and Streeter. Thus armed, Holmes travelled next day to London. A cab dropped him at the entrance of a narrow alley leading off Jermyn Street by way of which Holmes discovered a painted signboard and a flight of stairs which led to the restorers second-floor premises. These consisted of a single, long room illumined by sunshine entering through large skylights. Easels and wide tables were scattered throughout the workshop and at these men in their shirtsleeves were working singly or in pairs upon an assortment of old paintings. On enquiring for the proprietors, Holmes managed to distract one of these craftsmen just long enough to elicit a nod in the direction of a partitioned-off cubicle at the far end of the room.


  The man who stood behind a desk untidy with scattered papers to greet him as he stepped in through the open door was stocky and of middle years. He was, Holmes judged, a touch overdressed; his suit a shade flamboyant of cut; his diamond-fastened necktie slightly too bright of hue. Henry Simkins at your service, sir, the man announced. Whom have I the honour of addressing?


  Holmes handed over his card with Spooners letter and carefully observed Simkins reaction. The man displayed momentary alarm but quickly covered it up. Well, Mr Holmes sit down, sit down do. Ill help you all I can, though I fear youve had a wasted journey, for Mr Spooner knows all there is to be known about this sad business.


  Holmes dusted the proffered chair and sank down upon it. Im grateful to you for your time, Mr Simkins. There were just one or two details that Mr Spooner wanted me to check.


  Why then, fire away, Mr Holmes.


  When was it that you were invited by the warden and fellows of New College to carry out restoration work on their painting?


  Well, now, that would be about the end of August. I can give you the exact date if youll bear with me a moment. He swivelled his chair until he was facing an open roll-top desk against the back wall. From one drawer he lifted a bundle of papers tied with string, undid the knot and began to leaf through the sheets. To the precise-minded Holmes it seemed that the exploration would occupy more than a moment but within seconds Simkins uttered a little cry of triumph and flourished a sheet of embossed notepaper. There we are, Mr Holmes, said he, laying it on the table before my friend.


  Holmes quickly scanned the formal letter dated 25 August inviting Messrs Simkins and Streeter to examine Rembrandts Nativity of Our Lord with a view to discussing possible restoration work. You responded immediately, I presume, Holmes suggested.


  Yes, indeed, Mr Holmes. Simkins consulted a pocket diary. We arranged for me to view the painting on Wednesday 10 September.


  Had you done work for New College, before?


  No, sir, we had not previously enjoyed that privilege.


  Do you know who recommended you on this occasion?


  Simkins sat back in his chair, thumbs hooked into the pockets of his waistcoat. Ah well, as to that, Mr Holmes, it might have been any one of a number of our satisfied clients. Im proud to say that we are known to many connoisseurs, museum curators and inheritors of family collections. We have been of service to several of the nobility and gentry.


  Including Lord Henley? Holmes ventured.


  Why yes, sir. Only last year we executed an important commission for his lordship.


  And Dr Giddings?


  Him, too, sir. A wonderful connoisseur is Dr Giddings. Hes been good enough to instruct us on several occasions.


  Were you acquainted with the Rembrandt before your visit to New College last month?


  Only by reputation, sir.


  You had never seen it before? Holmes asked in some surprise.


  Never.


  And you have been familiar with Dr Giddingss collection for  how long?


  More than twenty years, I would say.


  Holmes pondered that intelligence in silence for a few moments. And what was your impression of the painting when you did see it?


  For the first time the ebullient Simkins gave evidence of some discomfiture. Why, to be truthful, Sir, I suppose I was a little disappointed.


  You thought it not a particularly good painting?


  The businessmans bushy eyebrows met in a frown. Oh, no, Mr Holmes, nothing of that sort. I would not want you to think that I meant to cast any doubt upon the quality of the masterpiece. It was just that  Well, I recall discussing that item many years ago with another client who had seen it in Holland and who waxed eloquent about its warm, glowing colours. What I saw in Oxford was a painting that had been sorely mishandled at some stage of its life. It had upon it a thick, old discoloured varnish. What with that and its gloomy situation in the chapel it was very hard to make out details of the brushwork.


  So you concluded that it required a thorough cleaning and that you would only be able to comment upon the necessity of further restoration after that operation had been carried out.


  Thats it precisely, Mr Holmes. We submitted an estimate for initial work. Naturally the warden and fellows needed time to consider our proposal. They responded, here he referred once more to the bundle taken from the roll-top desk, on 1 October and we arranged to collect the painting a week later, on the eighth.


  But you did not do so?


  No, on the morning of the eighth we received a telegram intimating that it was not, after all, convenient for us to call on that day and inviting us to make a new appointment.


  You had no reason to doubt the authenticity of this telegram?


  None whatsoever.


  Tell me, Mr Simkins, Holmes ventured, as someone who knows the world of pictures, dealers and collectors better than most, how hard do you think it would be to dispose of such a celebrated painting?


  Very hard, indeed, I would say.


  But not impossible?


  Simkins pondered the question, head on one side. There are collectors so obsessive that they are prepared to obtain by other means what they cannot fairly buy.


  And are there not international gangs operating to satisfy the cravings of such collectors?


  Sadly, that is the case, Mr Holmes.


  And would you know how to make contact with just such a gang? Holmes asked the question in a casual, disarming tone and watched its effect on the other man.


  Simkinss ample frame seemed to swell still further with indignation. Mr Holmes, whatever are you suggesting?


  Simply that someone in your position might well be approached, from time to time, by unscrupulous men  men requiring, perhaps, a convincing forgery or confirmation of a false attribution. I am sure that Simkins and Streeter would never knowingly be associated with such rogues but I would be surprised if you were not able to identify some of them.


  We know who to steer clear of, if thats what youre suggesting, young sir, Simkins admitted, only partially mollified.


  That and nothing else, Holmes said with a smile. I wonder if I might trouble you for the names of some of these reprobates. As the other man firmly shook his head, he continued. You see, someone deliberately deceived you and then passed off himself and his associates as representatives of Simkins and Streeter. That someone was highly professional. Ergo, I deduce that he is no stranger to the business of stealing and disposing of works of art.


  Well, sir, since you put it that way, there are a handful of men who might bear investigation. The police could do worse than question them  not, mind you, that I make any accusations. He found a scrap of paper among the confetti scattering before him and, taking up a pen from the holder, jotted down three names. Well, Mr Holmes, I hope they may lead to the recovery of New Colleges Nativity, though I fear it has disappeared for many a long year.


  Sherlock Holmes spent the return journey to Oxford recalling with total accuracy, every piece of information with a bearing on this case. It all pointed to one bizarre, though inescapable conclusion. Could it be proved, though? He resolved that prove it he would if it were humanly possible.


  With that fixed intention he set out from Grenville after dark clad in tennis shoes, old trousers and shirt and carrying a hand lantern and a copy of The Times. He was gone for two hours and he returned in triumph. He had one more call to make and that would have to wait until the following evening.


  The clock high on Grenville chapels tower was chiming six as Holmes set out to walk the short distance to Magdalen College. When he reached Hugh Mountceys apartments the outer door was open and there were sounds of conversation within. He tapped smartly and the portal was opened by a raffish, ginger-haired young man in evening dress and clutching a glass of champagne. Yes? he enquired languidly. Holmes proffered his card. The other held it up fastidiously. I say, Huffy, he called out to someone inside, do we know anyone by the name of Sherlock Holmes? He uttered the name with an air of faint amusement. No. Send him on his way, came the reply from within. Be off with you, fellow, the sandy-haired man said, returning Holmess card.


  Before the door closed completely, Holmes handed over an envelope. Please see that Mr Mountcey receives this.


  Holmes stood on the landing and began counting. He had reached thirty-two when the door was re-opened by the same guardian. Mr Mountcey says youd better come in, he said.


  I rather thought he might, Holmes rejoined.


  The chamber he now entered was opulently furnished. A table at one end was laid for four with sparkling silver and crystal and crisp knappery. Armchairs were drawn around the fire and in one the resident of this suite was sprawled. The Honourable Hugh Mountcey was a gangling, dark-haired young man, with a florid complexion. He held Holmess letter by one corner between thumb and forefinger. Whats the meaning of this nonsense? he demanded.


  Holmes stood staring down at the aristocrat and recalled the verger of New Colleges disparaging comments on certain degenerate members of the upper class. If it were nonsense you would scarcely have invited me in, he observed.


  Who the devil are you, Mountcey sneered.


  All that matters is that I know the truth about the New College Rembrandt. Apart from anything else I have identified your role in the business.


  Mountceys companion stepped across the room and grabbed Holmes by the sleeve. Shall I teach this fellow some manners, Huffy? he enquired. The next instant he was lying flat on his back holding a hand to his nose from which a trickle of blood was oozing.


  Holmes rubbed the knuckles of his right hand. I assure you that I have no interest in making life difficult for you. My only concern is to clear up this tiresome business of the missing painting so that I can resume my own studies. If you will be good enough to answer a few questions I will take my leave.


  And what do you intend doing with your information?


  I shall place such items as are relevant before the authorities at New College.


  That might not suit my book at all. I certainly have no intention of informing on my friends.


  By friends I take it that you mean those responsible for the escapades at Oriel, Merton and here in Magdalen.


  Mountcey nodded.


  I dont think it will be necessary for me to reveal their identity.


  The dark-haired young man stared at Holmes for several seconds. Then a smile slowly suffused his features. He crumpled the letter he was still holding and tossed it into the fire. No, Mr Holmes, you are a nobody and I am inclined to tell you to go to hell. Report whatever you like to the New College people. You have no proof. If it comes to a contest between you and those of us who count for rather more in this life its pretty obvious who will end up being sent down, isnt it? He waved his visitor towards the door and his friend held it open.


  Holmes stood his ground. But it isnt just you and your friends who are involved is it? Its your father and his associates.


  Mountcey was caught off guard. You cant possibly know  he blurted out, leaping to his feet.


  Holmes took a pencil and paper from his pocket, wrote a few words and passed the paper across to the Honourable Hugh.


  Damn! Mountcey sank back onto the chair.


  So, sir, about those questions, said Holmes.


  Sherlock Holmes called upon Mr Spooner shortly after eleven the following morning as the latter was returning from lecturing.


  The don came up close and peered through his thick lenses. Ah, Mr Grenville of Holmes, is it not? Come in, sir. Come in. Do sit down. I suggest you will find the seat in the window more than comfortable.


  Holmes deposited himself upon the cushions in the window embrasure. I have come to report the successful conclusion of my investigation, he announced. About the theft of the painting from the chapel, he added as Spooner gazed vacantly into space.


  Ah, yes, excellent. The fellows pallid features broke into a smile. So you have discovered who was responsible. Was it Rembrandt?


  No, sir. By now Holmes had discovered that the way to prevent Spooners train of thought running into frequent sidings was to keep him concentrating hard on the matter in hand. Perhaps it would be best if I explained, from the beginning, the sequence of events which led to the disappearance of the painting.


  Excellent idea, young man. Play the part of Chorus and leak your spines clearly.


  Holmes began his explanation, hurrying on when his audience showed signs of wishing to question or interrupt. First, I must suggest to you that your reading of Dr Giddingss character owes more to charity than objective observation. I fear that the senior fellow was furious at being passed over for the wardenship and that that is why he gave his painting to New College.


  But, surely 


  Holmes scarcely paused for breath. It was to be his revenge. You see, the painting was a fake, or more probably the work of an inferior artist touched up by the hand of an improver. I realized this when I spoke with Mr Simkins. He was puzzled because the painting which another of his clients had seen about the time Giddings bought it was vibrant with warm, glowing colours as he described it. Yet when Simkins, himself, viewed it in the chapel it was apparently obscured with ancient varnish. Now Giddings was the only one who could so have misused the picture and for only one reason: he realized, after adding it to his collection that it was not a work from the hand of the master. To avoid the humiliation of having to admit that he had been duped he had the picture varnished over, and waited for an opportunity to get rid of it. His exclusion from the wardenship provided the excellent chance to kill two birds with one stone. He disembarrassed himself of the fake Rembrandt and put one over on the fellows of New College. Giddings knew that, eventually, the painting would be cleaned and that, from beyond the grave, he would have his revenge.


  Then, long after the whole matter had been pushed to the back of his mind, he was alarmed to hear that the fellows had decided upon the immediate restoration of their Rembrandt. He knew Simkins and Streeter could not fail to discover the truth and that both his folly and his vendetta would be exposed. What could he possibly do to prevent the closing days of his life being lived under this double shame? Only the disappearance of the picture could save him but he could not encompass that. He would need accomplices. It was then that he bethought himself of his friend and fellow collector, Lord Henley.


  Lord Henley? Why on earth should that highly respected nobleman be a party to such a notorious escapade?


  I confess that I, too, was puzzled on that score. Eventually I had to prize the truth from his son, Mr Mountcey.


  That young man is a scoundrel.


  Quite so, sir. Holmes rushed on. It seems that not only did the two collectors share common interests, but Lord Henley owed a considerable debt of gratitude to Dr Giddings. A few years ago a crooked dealer attempted to implicate his lordship in a colossal art fraud. Had he been successful the scandal would have been terrible. Giddings was largely responsible for exposing the syndicate behind the imposture. Lord Henley now felt duty bound to assist his saviour. The two old friends planned the robbery together. Giddings found out through his college contacts the precise day on which Simkins and Streeter were to collect the painting. Then Lord Henley arranged for the fake telegram postponing the appointment and had one of his underworld contacts pose as the restorers agent. Just in case anyone from the college who watched the removal became suspicious he arranged for the work to be done under cover of darkness when the chapel was almost certain to be empty.


  But what about the other thefts?


  A fortuitous sequence of events that enabled the conspirators to muddy the water. Lord Henleys son was involved in a rather stupid society the object of which was to plan and execute ever more audacious japes, as they call them. The Oriel and Merton escapades were carried out by other members of the club and it was Mountcey and his friends who defaced the walls of Magdalen by removing the sundial. It seems that Lord Henley knew of these ridiculous revels and, being an over-indulgent parent, was not disposed to regard them seriously. It was he who put his son up to the fracas that took place early in the term. When Mountcey and his friends were caught examining the chapel painting the authorities connected this with the earlier misdemeanours, a suspicion that was reinforced when the picture went missing. Of course, Mountcey could not be proved to be implicated in the theft, so he was quite safe.


  Spooner was frowning with concentration. But, then, whose incunabulum stole the Radcliffe?


  I am persuaded that it was Giddings himself who removed the book from the library. Mountcey gave me his word that he knew nothing of it. Such a reputed and infirm scholar as Dr Giddings was, of course, above suspicion, so it was the easiest thing in the world for him to leave with the precious artefact under the rug in his bath chair, having left the duplicate.


  Then the book and the painting are safe in Dr Giddingss house?


  The book  yes. I am sure Dr Giddings would not harm it, nor intend to deprive the library of it for long. The painting, I suspect, is another matter. Holmes opened a portmanteau he had brought with him. He extracted a parcel roughly wrapped in newspaper and proceeded to unravel it.


  Spooner leant forward to examine a blackened fragment of what had once been gilded wood and gesso and to which a fragment of charred canvas still adhered.


  The night before last, Holmes explained, I paid a clandestine visit to Dr Giddingss garden. I found this on a bonfire in a corner of the grounds. The embers were still warm. Unless I am mistaken, that is all that remains of the fake Rembrandt  and just as well, perhaps.


  Whatever made you think of looking there?


  When I called on Dr Giddings the previous day, he was obviously concerned about my interest in the Rembrandt. He tried to convince me that its theft was a student prank and he brought my visit to a sudden halt with what seemed to me rather a theatrical fit of coughing. I believe that was to prevent me looking inside the room where the painting was currently housed. I reasoned that he would want to be rid of the evidence very quickly after such a fright and there seemed to be only one easy way to do that.


  Spooner removed his spectacles and polished them thoughtfully. Mr Holmes, he said, you are a remarkable young man. I predict that you will go far. May I ask you to put what you have just told me in writing? My colleagues will, I know, want to study it most carefully.


  I had anticipated that request, replied my friend, handing over a sealed envelope.


  How wise, Mr Solomon, how wise. The college is indebted to you. You will undoubtedly be hearing more from us. For the moment all I can do is personally grace my platitude on record. He shook Holmes warmly by the hand and escorted him to the door.


  Sherlock Holmes reflected during the next few days on the immense pleasure and satisfaction this little enquiry had occasioned him. He had, at that time, no inkling that his vocation lay in the field of criminal detection but, as he later confessed to me, the bothersome business of the Dutch Nativity, was undoubtedly the case that opened up new possibilities to him.


  All that lay in the future. One more immediate result manifested itself a few days later. Holmes received an unexpected invitation to dine with the Master of Grenville. He arrived at the lodge at the appointed time expecting to find himself one of a large party. To his surprise the only other guest was the Warden of New College. As soon as the three men had embarked on their meal the master introduced the subject of Holmess recent investigations. The fellows of New College were very grateful to him for clearing the matter up but were anxious that none of the information he had gathered should go any further. Under the circumstances he felt sure that Holmes would appreciate that absolute secrecy must be a condition of his remaining in Oxford.


  Holmes assured the dons that he would not contemplate breaking any confidences. What, he enquired would be happening to those involved in the series of outrages culminating in the theft of the painting? The warden replied, Any action we might take could only embarrass several important people. Under the circumstances we think it best to draw a veil over all that has happened.


  Holmes was stunned. Forgive me, sir, if I mistake your meaning, but it seems to me that you are saying that truth weighs very lightly in the balance against personal reputation.


  That is a rather stark way of expressing it, the master suggested.


  But apparently accurate. Theft, forgery and deceit must go unpunished, even unremarked, because we must not make life awkward for members of the establishment. That is a philosophy I am surprised to hear advocated by men of learning and honest enquiry. I fear, gentlemen, that it is one to which I could never subscribe.


  The subject was quickly changed but at the conclusion of the meal Sherlock Holmes returned to his chambers and immediately wrote a letter announcing his resignation from the college.
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