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Chapter 1 – A visit to St. James Street
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It was the receipt of a somewhat urgent telegram, towards the end of June, 1877, that began the case that I have recorded here as that of ‘The Tattooed Rose’. 

Holmes and I had settled back after a delicious luncheon of lamb chops served with new potatoes from the island of Jersey, Savoy cabbage and a generous splash of mint sauce. It was as Mrs Hudson was clearing away our plates that she suddenly paused and thrust her hand into the commodious pocket of her apron, saying, “I’m very sorry, Mr Holmes, this came for you some ten minutes ago and I forgot all about it!”

Holmes smiled as she passed the telegram to him. Running his finger beneath the gummed flap of the envelope, he replied, “It is of no consequence, Mrs Hudson. Whoever is in need of my services will, no doubt, allow me some little time to consider their request.”

Gathering up her tray, Mrs Hudson nodded in thanks and made her way from our sitting room. I looked towards my friend who was now frowning as he idly waved the telegram before him. “What is it, Holmes?” I enquired, eager to know its contents.

Holmes sat back, deep in thought. “It is from Lestrade. It seems that he would like us to immediately join him at an address in St. James Street... and hopes that we have not yet eaten!”

I considered this for a moment before realising the import of it. “If we are required to have a strong stomach, Holmes, I may well change into more suitable attire!”

Holmes laughed. “Come Watson, I cannot believe that there will be blood letting on that grand a scale! Let us be off!” Rising from his chair, he swiftly gathered his coat, hat and cane and was off down the stairs. I trailed in his wake and, by the time I had reached the pavement, Holmes was beckoning me, somewhat enthusiastically, to step up into the waiting cab that he had hailed.

As we travelled, Holmes passed the telegram to me but I found that there was nothing further to what Holmes had recounted except for the number for the address. “St. James Street... I believe that is adjacent to Jermyn Street from where I purchase my shirts, Holmes.”

Holmes nodded, “Yes, it is a place that houses some of the finest tailors in London and its clients run all the way up to the Royal family.” Holmes chuckled. “I can imagine that Lestrade is somewhat uneasy in such a venue!”

After but a few short minutes, our cab pulled up a little before the junction with Jermyn Street. On tossing the cabbie a shilling, we dismounted and proceeded to peer at the intentionally diminutive numbers above the shop fronts. We continued our hunt until we found a discrete doorway, set back from the pavement, and which was now completely filled by a large constable.

The constable saluted smartly and stepped out from the doorway and stood to one side, saying, “Good afternoon, Mr Holmes, the inspector is inside, sir, just on the right.”

Holmes raised his cane, nodded and stepped inside the passageway that was now revealed to us. On hearing our entry, the lean torso, topped with the pinched features of Inspector Lestrade, appeared from a doorway ahead of us. “Ah, there you are, Mr Holmes. In here, if you please, it ain’t a pretty sight though!”

As we entered the room, my hand went to my mouth. Before us was the plump, sagging body of a grey haired, middle-aged man, almost naked and bound to a chair at the wrists, chest and feet. A gag had been roughly placed in his mouth. With one glance I could see he had been badly beaten and, from the lurid blistering on his arms and chest, scalded. “Good Lord, Lestrade! Who is this?”

Lestrade drew himself up to his full height, replying, “This is... or was, Percival Small. I had dealings with him some ten years ago when he was a fence for many of the local villains. However, he then seemed to mend his ways and I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of him until today.” 

We stood and considered this for a moment whilst Lestrade reached into his overcoat pocket and took out his notebook. Licking his thumb, he proceeded to riffle through a few pages before continuing. “He was found by an elderly lady, a cleaner what does these offices. The door was open and when she sees Percy here, she ran out into the street and screamed the place down.” Lestrade made a sweeping gesture with his free hand and informed us, “We found the place just as you see it, Mr Holmes. Help yourself.”

Holmes approached the body and began to examine it most thoroughly. Taking his lens from his pocket, he studied the wounds and then the area around the body. “This man has a wound to the back of his head which probably incapacitated him. He has clearly been brutally tortured, Lestrade, before a curious, final knife wound to his back, piercing his heart. The knots and the rope are common enough and the kettle that was used for the boiling water to scald Mr Small is now quite cold, as is the grate.” Holmes paused, asking, “Would you allow us to examine the room further, inspector?”

Lestrade nodded... whilst continuing to scribble down the detail he had just gleaned from Holmes’ examination. “Yes, Mr Holmes. It’s clear to me that Percy had annoyed somebody. My money is on revenge... but I’ll leave you to it and get back to the Yard. Let me know if you find anything. Cheerio!”

Holmes nodded and seemed relieved that Lestrade was now out of his way. I looked around me, finding it difficult to tear my eyes from the poor creature before us. The man had, as Holmes had remarked, been savagely tortured. As I walked around the slumped figure, I noted that the slightly curved, angry gash in his back would, at least, have ended his torment.

I frowned as I looked about me, the business carried out in this small office remaining something of a mystery to me. To one side, beneath a double-burnered gas light, was what I observed to be an examination table that would not have been out of place in my own surgery. However, on the walls were posters with elaborate patterns drawn upon them and bold, cursive, letters of the alphabet. Beside the table was a stool and a shelf that contained bottles of coloured liquid and some kind of brass, mechanical contraption containing a large, coiled spring and a jointed arm.

Holmes, I saw, was steadily working his way round the room and had paused at a small desk at the rear of the room. As I watched, I observed him pick up an open ledger and then bring it nearer to the single window of the premises for better light.

“It seems, Watson, that whoever did this was after information and, indeed, found what he needed here.” Holmes pointed to the ledger. “This has been opened to a date some three months ago. You can see were the torturer’s blood-stained finger moved through the pages to this particular one... but why? What is it about this page and date that is so special? Is it the details of a particular client that he sought?”

As I heard the word ‘client’, I was further confused and still struggling to understand the nature of this man’s business. “What did Small do here, Holmes?” I asked.

Holmes face was grim. “It would appear that the late Mr Small was a tattoo artist, hence his ‘pattern book’ of designs on the wall and that mechanical needle affair. I noticed that Small himself had several tattoos, some of them quite crude and by their design, seemingly obtained overseas.”

On hearing this, I moved back to the device I had observed and examined it more closely. It seemed to be a brass chassis upon which was mounted a spring driven mechanism of the type that one might find inside a grandfather clock. However, the mechanism did not drive clock hands, it powered a reciprocating needle which seemed to have a reservoir attached, presumably for tattoo ink.

Holmes, I saw, was now busily noting down the names of the clients from the bloodied page of the ledger. Having done this, his attention turned to a closed door at the back of the office. After a minute or so of searching, Holmes called out to me. “Watson, what significance does the date 31st January 1863 have for you?”

I pursed my lips as I thought. “I must confess, Holmes that I cannot bring anything of import to mind. Is that date of particular importance?”

Holmes appeared carrying a small, flat, wooden crate which was lined with newspaper that had yellowed with age. He frowned, saying, “There is
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