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			To Mick Farren, who solved every mystery life flung at him. 
Thanks for Willy’s Rats!
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			Introduction

			There are probably as many books about Sherlock Holmes as there are words in all of the stories. Or at least different words.

			That may be an exaggeration, but only marginally. There is no single character in western fiction who has inspired more authors to write about him than Sherlock Holmes, with even James Bond and Doctor Who—the two that come closest—lagging far, far behind in terms of simple shelf filling. A complete Sherlock Holmes bibliography could fill a small library, a vision that is made all the more remarkable when one considers that the original stories that inspired this phenomenal outpouring would take up barely six inches of shelf space.

			Just four novels and fifty-six short stories constitute the complete adventures of Sherlock Holmes. To this there can be added a dozen or so other writings by Sherlock Holmes’s creator, Arthur Conan Doyle, whose inclusion in, or exclusion from, “the canon” (as the primary series of tales is known) has fired a debate that might never end. But they would add no more than another inch of published paper, tucked away in a room that is already stuffed with so many other books that it would take a lifetime to read them all. “Never,” one might say, “has so little given birth to so much.”

			Neither does this outpouring look like it is ending. The massive success of Sherlock, the BBC’s twenty-first-century reimagining of Holmes has inspired a whole new generation of writers and researchers to immerse themselves in the world of Holmes, and an older one to reacquaint themselves. Indeed, one of the most popular fiction serials of the modern age, Douglas Preston and Lincoln Child’s Agent Pendergast, closed 2013 with the publication of White Fire, a thoroughly modern detective tale rooted in a near century-old Sherlock Holmes mystery.

			Sherlock’s triumph, however, transcends all of these—that triumph itself being defined not by viewing figures (which themselves are massive) or popularity (ditto), but by the skill with which we are invited to enter a world in which the “real” Sherlock Holmes, the classic Holmes whom we have spent the past century-plus enjoying, never existed. Until today.

			The original Holmes was a child of his times, the last years of the Victorian era and the first of the twentieth century. The modern Holmes is likewise a child of his times, the first decades of the twenty-first century. That is, more than one hundred years after Conan Doyle’s original stalked the streets, the intervening century has shaped the modern Holmes just as thoroughly as the prototype was shaped by the years that preceded him. Culture creates the heroes it requires. Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes fit his era like a glove. British writers and TV creators Steven Moffat and Mark Gatiss’s is equally well proportioned.

			Conan Doyle’s Holmes studied newspapers and magazines. The modern one harnesses the Internet. The original Holmes was addicted to opium. His successor is addicted to nicotine. The original was partnered by an army doctor, John Watson, recently returned from what was then Britain’s most recent war, far away in Afghanistan. Today’s Holmes is partnered by a man of the same cut and same name, fresh from what is still Britain’s most recent war . . . far away in Afghanistan.

			Parallel after parallel pile up, but the fact is, the modern television Holmes is as unique a televisual character as the original was a unique literary creation. The fact that they share the same DNA, investigate the same mysteries, and sometimes speak the same lines binds them, of course. But it also defines their individuality. Were they ever to meet face to face, the nineteenth-century Holmes and his twenty-first-century doppelgänger, they probably wouldn’t even say hello.

			Yet while the twenty-first-century Holmes was this book’s original inspiration, it is the nineteenth-century Holmes who dominates it—as, of course, he should. For, while it is true that the work of Moffat and Gatiss would never have existed without the Conan Doyle prototype, it is equally true to say that we would not have cared about its existence without the century of other writings, and other Holmeses, that divide the two.

			For many viewers of the modern TV show, such tales as The Hound of the Baskervilles, The Sign of Four, and The Final Problem are as familiar as their own biographies. Yet have they ever read these tales in their original printed form? Probably not. They have seen the movies, devoured the comics, watched the myriad past TV adaptations.

			Names like Holmes’s brother Mycroft and his nemesis Moriarty, his adversary Irene Adler and his favorite policeman, Inspector Lestrade, are as familiar as Holmes’s and Watson’s own. But could the majority of fans tell you how many tales these characters originally appeared in? Again, probably not. A landscape has developed around Sherlock Holmes, and a mythology, too, that stretches far beyond anything that Conan Doyle ever envisioned. And it is the mythology that this book is interested in.

			The “Frequently Asked Questions” that title this book may or may not be those that immediately come to mind when considering Sherlock Holmes. “What is his middle name?” “Where was he born?” “Did he ever marry?” “Does he really have a glass eye?”

			Many of these will be answered as this book unfolds (nobody knows; nobody knows; nobody knows but it seems unlikely; and how on earth do you come up with these questions?), but just as many may not. Rather, we concentrate on the kind of questions that arise around the stories, as opposed to directly within them—presuming a certain knowledge of Sherlock Holmes on the part of the reader, and assuming, too, a certain curiosity to stretch beyond the canon, and the most familiar movies and TV adaptations, into the deeper reaches of both Holmes’s existence and that of his creator.

			Opinions will be voiced. While chroniclers of modern pop culture insist that the Internet has democratized the art of criticism, allowing every user to voice his or her own in a public forum, the truth of the matter is somewhat different. Rather than voice a personal opinion, many people regard the net as a place to insist that theirs is hard fact; will not acknowledge any contrary viewpoint, and actively spend their time trolling other sites in order to harshly dismiss any they might find.

			For those people; for those whom society has pegged as sad and lonely middle-aged men who still live with their mothers, whose website is the center of the universe for a few dozen sad and lonely other, similarly positioned acolytes whose own view of the world is formulated by the last thing their goldfish brain registered, the following is for you:

			Sherlock Holmes is brilliant. Every sentence he speaks is brilliant. Every deduction he makes is brilliant. Every actor who has played him is brilliant. Every word in every book is brilliant. Et cetera.

			For the rest of us, those who see the world in shades beyond black and white, and for whom an opposing opinion is something to encourage with debate, as opposed to damn with crass insult, the Sherlock Holmes FAQ is a roller-coaster ride through a ghost train of dark corners, forgotten imagery, unusual interpretations, and more idiosyncratic investigations than you could shake a deerstalker hat at.

			We will meet Holmes’s extended family, and then extend beyond that to encounter some of the myriad contemporaries, successors, followers, and imitators whom he has spawned over the decades.

			We will go to the movies, where Sherlockian cinema itself now celebrates over 110 years’ worth of history; tune in to oldtime radio; and sit enraptured in front of the television.

			We will journey beyond the veil with Arthur Conan Doyle; we will visit the city that Holmes called home; we will fight on foreign fields alongside the indefatigable Doctor John Watson. (Whose middle name begins with H but was never revealed by Conan Doyle. Another FAQ succinctly answered.)

			And all along the way, we will celebrate the phenomenon that is Sherlock Holmes.

		

	
		
			1
The Adventure of the Artist as a Young Whelp

			In which we meet the Family, despair of the Youth, and investigate the Greatest Mystery of them all. Do we call him Arthur Conan? Or Mr. Conan Doyle?

			It is one of literature’s most piquant ironies. One of the greatest-ever figures in the entire history of the English language, one of the most iconic characters in the history of English culture, and certainly one of the best-known residents of the English capital city, was the creation of a Scotsman.

			A Scotsman who had barely visited London when he first put Holmesian pen to Sherlockian paper. Who was no more familiar with the city’s rhythms, rookeries, and riverside than any other reasonably well-read denizen of the lands that the average Londoner thinks of as “the provinces”—which equates to any part of the British Isles that is not London.

			Home for Arthur Conan Doyle and his wife Louisa at the time when Holmes was conceived was in Southsea, close by the naval town of Portsmouth on the English south coast, where he ran a not especially successful medical practice. Prior to that, he lived for a short time in Plymouth, in the English southwest; worked in Aston and Sheffield in the midlands; and traveled to Greenland and Africa as a shipboard doctor. But he was born and bred in Edinburgh, at 11 Picardy Place, on May 22, 1859, and therein lies that aforementioned irony, one that continues to tickle proud Caledonians to this very day.

			His family were no strangers to either the metropolis or its brighter lights. Grandfather John Doyle may have been of Irish birth, but his abilities as an artist drew him to London in 1822, at the age of twenty-five, and he would stay there for the remainder of his life.

			So would the majority of his children, three daughters and four sons: Richard (1824–1883), a talented cartoonist whose work was very familiar to readers of the popular press of the day (both Richard and his father were among the earliest contributors to Punch magazine); James (1822–1892), an artist and an expert on heraldry; Henry (1827–1892), an art critic and painter who later became the director of the National Gallery of Ireland. Only the youngest, Conan Doyle’s father, Charles Altamont Doyle, (1832–1893), broke the mold. He moved to Edinburgh at the age of seventeen and might well have regretted it forever more.
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					Just knock on the door . . . .
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			Charles Doyle was an aspiring artist but a confirmed alcoholic, his life scarred by discord, depression, and disappointment. True, he married well—Mary Foley, five years his junior (they wed when she was seventeen) was beautiful and very well educated; her passion was reading and storytelling, and the worlds to which she transported her children were a far cry from the increasing poverty and discomfort of the family’s reality.

			“In my early childhood,” Conan Doyle would write years later, “as far as I can remember anything at all, the vivid stories she would tell me stand out so clearly that they obscure the real facts of my life.”

			Mary spoke of her own landed family back in Ireland and convinced Arthur that they were descended from aristocrats, to whom chivalry and manners were the keys to success. She taught him to read and, by the age of five, prodigiously early for the era and the family’s status, the boy was devouring the best-sellers of the day—Scots icon Sir Walter Scott, adventure spinners Robert Michael Ballantyne, Captain Maine Reade and Captain Marryat, the supernatural histories of Harrison Ainsworth.

			Even the lad’s name bespoke dignity; or at least, it would come to. Arthur Ignatius Conan Doyle took the second of his middle names, the “Conan,” from his paternal grandmother’s family. It was never intended to convey any suggestion of a double-barreled nomenclature, at least by his parents.

			Feeding upon the fruits of his mother’s tales of past majesty, however, young Arthur readily sensed the soupçon of grandeur that such a distinctive combination would offer him. In referring to himself as Arthur Conan Doyle, he forced future biographers and many more to decide for themselves how he should be addressed. Many, and this book is no exception, chose to indulge his own subterfuge. Conan Doyle became his surname, Arthur his sole Christian name. Except when he was feeling especially vitriolic. What fun to remind people that your full set of initials is an anagram of “acid.”

			As a child, of course, he was simply Arthur Doyle, but even then he stood out from the crowd. According to legend, he read so fast that at one point the local lending library was forced to remind him that borrowers were forbidden to exchange books more than twice a day. This tale suggests that he either did not read entire novels at a time, and merely skipped around the most exciting points, or, more likely, that he concentrated his intentions upon the weekly or monthly installments in which many novels were debuted before being bound into collected editions.

			His escape into fiction—and, by the age of six, he was composing his own—was probably merciful. The family was wracked by father Charles Altamont’s inability to deal with the disappointments that his career as an artist seemed set to deal him. Though competent enough, he was seldom fortunate in obtaining commissions or publications, condemned forever to dwell in the shadow of his contrarily successful brothers and father—and, through the final years of his life, his son.

			Drunken, violent, riven by depression, his impact on the lives of his children—of whom, ultimately, there were nine, although several struggled to reach adulthood—would indeed have required something powerful to blot it from the mind, and mother Mary’s literary encouragement supplied that. At the same time, doubtless, as she endured a hellish existence of her own, bound to such a brute.

			Today, pop culture sees the word “Altamont” and applies it instantly to the disastrous free concert that the Rolling Stones played at the speedway of that name in December 1969. There the murder of one fan and the untrammeled violence of the Hell’s Angels security forces ensure Altamont remains instantly recognizable shorthand for violence and chaos. A century earlier, Charles Doyle’s family might have been excused for viewing it in much the same light.

			An older Conan Doyle allowed such memories to slip from his mind. But he never forgot his first attempts to write a story that might be filed alongside the greats that already populated his library. For hidden terror stalked every sentence.

			He used foolscap paper, writing “in what might be called a fine bold hand—four words to the line—and . . . illustrated by marginal pen-and-ink sketches by the author. There was a man in it, and there was a tiger, I forget which was the hero, but it didn’t matter much, for they became blended into one another about the time when the tiger met the man.”

			It was, he realized at that early age, very easy to lead a fictional character into danger. “And very hard to get them out again . . . . On this occasion the situation was beyond me, and my book, like my man, was engulfed by the tiger.”

			Neither would education offer him any solace. Aged seven, Conan Doyle entered Newington Academy, a school that he later compared to the very worst that Charles Dickens could ever have imagined, presided over by one particular teacher whose pockmarked face and single staring eye seem to have been as terrifying as his love of beating the boys in his charge.

			Conan Doyle was no longer living at home. Claiming it would make life easier for him were he to be boarding close to his school, mother Mary sent him to live with family friends, the lawyer and historian John Hill Burton, his wife, Mary, and their son, William.

			Again it would seem that she viewed this as an escape for her favorite child, separating him from the grueling poverty and fear that now haunted the family home, and it would be two years before Conan Doyle returned to live with his parents, who now occupied a mean top-story apartment in what had once been a grand old Edinburghian townhouse, but which rapacious landlords had long since converted into grim tenements for the city’s poor.

			There, on mean city streets as gritty and dangerous as any of those he may have read about in Dickensian London, the young Conan Doyle became as adept with his fists as he was with his mind, an educated brawler who devoured English and French literature on the one hand (his godfather and great-uncle Michael Conan regularly sent him gifts of French books), then sallied forth as a street fighter on the other.

			The Uplifting Adventure of the Catholic Scholarship

			It was Uncle Michael who first suggested that the boy be extracted altogether from this grim environment and sent away to boarding school; Uncle Michael, too, who recommended that the school should conform to both the Doyles’ and the Conans’ Roman Catholic faith.

			There were two choices, the Benedictine Downside, and the Jesuit Stoneyhurst; the decision was made, it seems, by the latter’s willingness to offer the young lad a scholarship that obliterated the traditional annual fee of £50. Therefore, in September 1868, aged just eight and bawling his eyes out the whole journey through, Conan Doyle was admitted to Stoneyhurst’s preparatory establishment Hodder House, a boarding school in Lancashire, northern England, close by the town of Clitheroe. The first person he met when he left the train at Preston was the black-robed monk who had been sent to collect him.
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					Arthur Conan Doyle from an early 19th century cigarette card.

				

			

			It was an august institution. Stoneyhurst could (and still can—it remains a going concern today) trace its origins back to 1593, to a time when Catholicism itself was illegal in England. It is no surprise whatsoever to discover among the school’s alumni no fewer than twenty-two martyrs, executed for their faith by Protestant persecutors. Three of this number (Philip Evans, Thomas Garnet, and John Plessington) were subsequently canonized; twelve more were beatified.

			Charles Carroll, the sole Catholic signatory to the U.S. Declaration of Independence, and Philip Calvert, who occupied that most remarkable-sounding of all colonial American postings, the Keeper of the Conscience of Maryland, were Stoneyhurst old boys; so was the poet William Habington; and so was the magnificently named Ambrose Rookwood, one of the primary architects of the Gunpowder Plot.

			Despite his early misgivings, Conan Doyle settled swiftly into the school routine. Perhaps he sensed, especially as he grew older, that his life had taken a very definite turn for the better. Remaining in Edinburgh, and what passed for the school system there, would never have pulled him out of the gutter that his father’s dissolution was driving the family toward, and any intellectual intentions that he may have nursed would surely have been knocked out of him in the fight, the literal fight, for survival.

			Now the bucolic Lancashire countryside was his home. Just six weeks a year would be spent back in Edinburgh, as the school broke for the summer vacation; he would even choose to spend Christmases at Hodder. But he and mother were devout letter writers, and they remained in constant contact throughout the eight years that he would ultimately be away; first at Hodder House before he passed on to Stoneyhurst College, where he remained until the age of sixteen, in 1875.

			He was not an especially remarkable student, despite his keen intellect. One of his contemporaries, the cartoonist Bernard Partridge, captured a glimpse of young Arthur Doyle in a memory preserved by the inestimable Richard Lancelyn Green Archive in Portsmouth, England. He was “a thick-set boy, with a quiet manner, and a curious furtive smile when he was visited with one of the school penalties . . . . He was, I fancy, rather lazy in his studies, never taking a prominent place in his form: but his brain was very nimble, and he was constantly throwing off verses and parodies on college personalities and happenings.”

			Stoneyhurst was strict. Not, perhaps, in the precise manner immortalized by such earlier paeans to English school life as Tom Brown’s School Days, where boys could be roasted as readily as chestnuts and both bullying and torture were regarded as legitimate means of toughening a young man up for adulthood.

			But the school certainly adhered faithfully to the strictures of Catholic discipline, a set of laws under which any transgression could be punished with either humiliation or physical pain. Both of which, naturally, were masked beneath the need to instruct the rule breaker in the need to consider his actions and repent his sins.

			Celibacy was especially strictly enforced. Single-sex boarding schools, after all, have a reputation that is not always too far from the truth, and though modern eyes look back upon the Victorian era as one of tightly closed legs, cold showers, and ironclad morality, a quick glance at the underground literature of the age reveals the Queen’s most loyal subjects to have been no less rambunctious in that department than in any other.

			Certainly the authorities at Stoneyhurst were in no doubt that what they perceived as the growing dissolution of society was hatched wholly in the nocturnal predilections of young men left unsupervised in the other boarding schools of Britain. Monks and prefects alike, then, were charged to keep their eyes open for even the merest whiff of untoward behavior, and the punishments meted out to transgressors probably don’t need to be described.

			Further health and hardiness was encouraged by a strict regimen of being awoken at five every morning by the harsh, deafening cackle of a policeman’s wooden rattle (the predecessor of the piercing whistle); and by the almost absolute absence of heating from the dormitories. Even in the dead of winter, nothing more than the most meager fire would be permitted, and when cracks were discovered in the walls and windows of those long, dark rooms, rumor would circulate that they had been created purposefully by one of the monks for the sheer delight of increasing the pupils’ discomfort.

			Under those conditions, two young men huddling in the same bed together would doubtless have been more motivated by trying to keep warm than by any form of adolescent sexual curiosity, but the punishments would have been the same.

			By his own autobiographical confession, Conan Doyle was a regular recipient of monkish justice. He misbehaved constantly, he wrote, simply to prove that his spirit remained unbroken no matter how harsh the regime. Indeed, he recalled almost proudly the most brutal punishment that awaited any perceived miscreant, a beating that was known as “twice nine.” That is, nine blows to the palm of each hand by an instrument called a ferula, a flat rubber paddle around the size of the sole of a work boot, delivered with such force that a single blow caused the palm to swell and bruise. Nine was absolute torture—and nine was the minimum number of blows that would be delivered.

			Conan Doyle reported, presumably from bitter experience, that even “turn[ing] the handle of the door to get out of the room in which he had suffered” was beyond the ability of a punished pupil. Presumably any other form of manual activity would prove equally difficult.

			Sports proved another outlet for Conan Doyle’s youthful exuberance. As with many schools of the mid-nineteenth century, Stoneyhurst had created its own rules around the basics of sports that today’s fan might think have been codified forever. Soccer, for example, is so established in sporting history, after all, that it seems incredible to think that it was just 150 years ago, in 1863, that anybody sat down to actually firm up the game’s laws on a universal basis, and even then, rival codes, or laws, continued to flourish around the world—a process that gave rise to rugby, Australian rules, Gaelic football, and, of course, American football.

			Stoneyhurst’s version of the game during Conan Doyle’s years there was especially unique. A smaller ball was there to be kicked, thrown, or otherwise bashed by any number of players. Teams had no set size limit, nor was there a rule that demanded equal numbers on either side. Goals were tiny, just seven feet wide, and the ensuing free-for-all was essentially a mad melee of wheeling arms and kicking legs that made its way from one end of the playing surface to the other. And then back again.

			Conan Doyle, who would later distinguish himself as at least an adequate soccer player (as we shall see in a subsequent chapter), was no fan of Stoneyhurst football, describing it as a “freak game” that, in common with the similar pastimes played at other public schools, did much to hamstring the development of players genuinely talented at what became the “real” game.

			Likewise, Stoneyhurst’s take on cricket had developed along its own unique lines, although a more recognizable version of the sport, known as London Cricket in honor of its southern codification, moved into the school curriculum during Conan Doyle’s time there, and he went on to captain the school team.

			Sports, and his still voracious appetite for reading and writing aside, Conan Doyle’s early ambitions appear to have been modest.

			He recalled in his autobiography once informing a monk that he fancied a career as a civil engineer, to which the monk responded that he might become an engineer but he would never be civil—a poke at the boy’s incessant misbehavior and, presumably, rudeness. He was a keen participant in the school’s amateur dramatics, and when an aunt invited him to spend the Christmas of 1874 with her family in London—his first-ever visit to that city—he ensured that a

			
			
			
				
				
					
                    
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
					
                    
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/01.01_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/429.png





OEBPS/image/01.02_fmt.jpeg
GONAN D oYie






OEBPS/image/SherlockHolmesFAQ_fron_fmt.jpeg
IDAVE THOMPSON,






OEBPS/image/19555.jpg
Sherlock Holmes
FAQ

Everything Left to Know
About the World’s Greatest
Private Detective

Dave Thompson

APPLAUSE

THEATRE & CINEMA BOOKS
An Imprint of Hal Leonard Corporation





