

  [image: cover]



  


  Praise for Conan Doyle: The Man Who Created Sherlock Holmes


  
    Conan Doyle has found a biographer of distinction in Andrew Lycett  Lycetts brilliant piece of detective work on the author of the Sherlock Holmes
    stories now allows us to judge his literary worth against that of his peers and properly to set him in the context of his times


    Guardian

  


  Andrew Lycett  provides a detailed and admirably even-handed account of Doyle and his career  Lycett has written undoubtedly the best available
  biography

  Independent


  
    Thoroughly satisfying. [Andrew Lycett] has managed to present a more thorough and complete picture of the man than any biographer before him


    New Statesman

  


  
    Lively and illuminating

	
    Times Literary Supplement


    Lycetts sophisticated account reveals a character with  light and shade


    Daily Telegraph

  


  Shrewd and thorough  entertaining

  
    Independent on Sunday


  
    [Conan Doyles] other writing will be read because of Holmes and better understood as a result of Lycetts brilliant analysis


    Sunday Herald

  


  A serious piece of work by an experienced professional biographer  particularly good on the intellectual background to Doyles work


  Economist


  
    Andrew Lycetts genius as a biographer matches Holmess as a detective

  


  Newsletter of the Sherlock Holmes Society of London


  
    Admirable clarity and fairness  must surely, at this juncture, become the standard biography


  Tablet

  


  Lycetts book has the effect of moving Conan Doyle into our age


  Scottish Review of Books
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  For Sue  always the woman


  


  


  CONTENTS


  List of Illustrations


  Family tree


    Epigraph

  
  
    PART ONE: TAKING IN

  


  
    
      1 Two Irish families


      2 Early years in Edinburgh 18591868


      3 Stonyhurst and Feldkirch 18681876


      4 Edinburgh University 18761881


      5 On the road  Ireland, West Africa and Plymouth 18811882


      6 Bush Villas, Portsmouth 18821883


      7 Marriage and A Study in Scarlet 18841886


      8 Discovery of spiritualism 18871888


      9 Birth of a daughter 18891890

    

  


  
    PART TWO: CARGO STORED

  


  
    
      10 Vienna and London 18911892


      11 Tennison Road, South Norwood 1892


      12 Swiss interlude 18931894


      13 America, Egypt and Undershaw 18941897


      14 Jean Leckie 1897


      15 Boer War and aftermath 18991901


      16 Hound of the Baskervilles to Louises death 19011906

    

  


  
    PART THREE: GIVING OUT

  


  
    
      17 Edalji, second marriage and Windlesham 19071908


      18 Pre-war: from Cornwall to Canada 19091914


      19 First World War 19141918


      20 Spiritualist mission 19191924


      21 Bignell Wood and death 19251930

    

  


  Afterword



  Acknowledgements


  Notes


  Select Bibliography


  Index


  


  LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS




  
  Arthur aged 2 with sister Annette1


  Arthur aged 41


  Arthur with his father2


  Mary Doyle, Arthurs mother, c. 18671


  James Doyle2


  Henry Doyle2


  Dicky Doyle2


  Michael and Susan Conan1


  Arthurs sisters: Connie, Lottie and Annette in Lisbon2


  Ida Doyle1


  Dodo1


  Arthurs poetry class at Stonyhurst in 18734


  Arthur graduating5


  Professor Joseph Bell1


  Whaling on the SS Hope1


  George Budd


  Willie Burton1


  Arthur outside Bush Villas in Portsmouth in the 1880s1


  Outside the re-named Doyle House in 19111


  Louise before marriage2


  Louise and her mother and her two children Mary and Kingsley at Tennison Road1


  Arthur and Innes in Portsmouth 18901


  Josephine Hoare, Connie, Emily Hawkins and Arthur on holiday in Norway summer 18922


  Skiing at Davos in 1894 with his sister Lottie6





  

  Family group 18942


  Arthur in the snow 18943


  Mary Doyle in 18911


  Robert Barr, Arthur, Robert McClure, Ida and Louise Conan Doyle at Tennison Road, summer 18942


  Arthur with James Payn 18971


  George Gissing, E.W. Hornung, Arthur and H.G. Wells Rome 18981


  Jean Leckie 19073


  Wedding of Jean and Arthur, September 1907, with Lily Loder-Symonds, Lesley Rose, Innes Doyle, Branford Angell1


  Lily Loder-Symonds1


  Arthur and Jean at the Acropolis on honeymoon 19071


  Arthur and Jean at the pyramids1


  At the seaside with baby Denis c. September 19103


  Undershaw2


  Windlesham2


  Arthur returning from the Boer War (with Bertram Fletcher Robinson and Henry Nevinson)1


  Arthur with Jean and the Italian marathon runner Dorando Pietri in the offices of the Daily Mail July 19081


  George Edalji7


  Oscar Slater8


  Arthur at the French front June 19161


  Innes in uniform2


  Kingsley 19162





  

  Arthur playing deck cricket on the Durham Castle September 19091


  Playing tennis with Malcolm Leckie1


  Competing in the Amateur Billiards championship 19131


  Arthur with his Autowheel and F.G. Guggisberg1


  Arthur with Harry Houdini on SS Adriatic June 19229


  Arthur with Douglas Fairbanks in Hollywood 19231


  Turning his back on the Boer War memorial in Bloemfontein 19281


  Arthur with spirit manifestation2


  Arthur with daughter Mary and two employees inside the Psychic Bookshop2


  The family at Bignell Wood1


  Mary Doyle and her daughter Connie1


  With his wife and childen at Waterloo Station departing for the United States 19233


  A picnic at Jasper Park in Alberta, Canada3


  Arthur skating with Jean in Grunewald December 19241


  Arthur and Jean arriving in Stockholm October 19291


  Lifes Journey2


  Being sculpted by Jo Davidson 193010


  Arthurs spiritualist funeral, with Jean, Adrian and Mary3


  Portrait by Walter Benington c. 191411




  
    The author and publishers are grateful to the following for permission to reproduce illustrations.

  


  1 The Arthur Conan Doyle Collection Lancelyn Green Bequest, Portsmouth City Council, All rights reserved


  2 Georgina Doyle


  3 Toronto Public Library


  4 Stonyhurst


  5 AKG Images


  6 Mary Evans Picture Library


  7 Topfoto


  8 Getty


  9 Corbis


  10 Harry Ransom Center, The University of Texas


  11 Bodleian Library, Oxford






  
    While every effort has been made to trace copyright holders, if any have been inadvertently overlooked, the publisher will be happy to acknowledge them in future editions.

  

  


  [image: ]




[image: ]

  


  [image: ]


  The ideal biographer should be a perfectly impartial man, with a sympathetic mind, but a stern determination to tell the absolute truth. One would like the frail, human side of
  a man as well as the other. I cannot believe that anyone in the world was ever quite so good as the subject of most of our biographies. Surely these worthy people swore a little sometimes, or had a
  keen eye for a pretty face, or opened the second bottle when they would have done better to stop at the first, or did something to make us feel that they were men and brothers. They need not go the
  length of the lady who began a biography of her deceased husband with the words  D - - - was a dirty man, but the books certainly would be more readable, and the subjects more
  lovable too, if we had greater light and shade in the picture. Through the Magic Door


  
    Has anything escaped me? I trust that there is nothing of consequence which I have overlooked? The Hound of the Baskervilles

  


  


  


  PART ONE


  TAKING IN
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  ONE


  Two Irish families
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  Molten lava and packed ice: even the natural forces which created Edinburghs jagged landscape came in contrasting pairs. More than 300
  million years ago one of the smouldering volcanoes which dotted the surrounding countryside erupted, making a series of crags, the tallest of which, serendipitously known as Arthurs Seat,
  now towers over the city. Later, vast glaciers ground their way through the lava-rich earth, shaping these contours and forming deep basins where today railways run instead of dinosaurs.


  This was the ribbon of soaring pinnacles and perpendicular drops which Robert Louis Stevenson fondly recalled as his precipitous city. For the full vertiginous effect, he probably
  also envisaged the steepling, overcrowded tenements or lands which spread upwards over what little space the cramped crag and tail topographical features permitted, so
  creating the high-rise skyline of Edinburghs Old Town.


  At ground level, a network of alleys or wynds led off the main Royal Mile. By the mid-eighteenth century, the stench, squalor and sheer numbers had become so insufferable that the
  professional classes leading the pragmatic intellectual movement known as the Scottish Enlightenment wanted somewhere more salubrious to live. After deciding on a solid sandstone ridge a mile away,
  they drained and bridged NorLoch, the inland lake which lay between, and hired a young architect, James Craig, to design a well ordered New Town, full of classical terraces and leafy
  squares.


  As with the Old and New Town, so with Edinburgh in general. It is a city of dramatic contrasts, made tolerable by thoughtful accommodation. Here the ferocity of the outlying Highlands and
  Lowlands was blunted by the civilising achievements of the Athens of the North. Here a Scottish fascination with witchcraft and the supernatural came under the sceptical gaze of scholars such as
  David Hume who congregated at the university. With his home city in mind, Stevenson wrote his classic fictional portrayal of schizophrenia, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and
  Mr Hyde, drawing on Edinburghs real-life Deacon Brodie  respectable shopkeeper by day, infamous body thief by night. The only thing that remained constant was the bitter cold.


  Arthur Conan Doyle was born at a slight tangent to this polarised world in Picardy Place, a quiet enclave off the main road out of town to Leith. Taking its name from the colony of linen-weavers
  who came there from France in 1729 to start a local industry, it played host to newer arrivals such as Arthurs parents, whose families hailed from Ireland and who enjoyed the security of
  living across the way from their co-religionists in the Roman Catholic church of St Marys.


  Arthur himself came into the world early on 22 May 1859. His horoscope later put the exact time as 4.55 a.m., confirming that, in astrological terms, he was a Gemini, born under the sign of the
  twins, which was doubly appropriate, given the contrary nature of the city and his own future as a figure whose lifelong struggle to find some middle ground between the opposing nineteenth-century
  forces of spirituality and reason would provide such a fascinating commentary on his times.
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  In The Adventure of the Greek Interpreter, Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson discuss the hoary question of nature versus nurture. When Watson attributes
  his colleagues remarkable powers of observation and deduction to his early systematic training, the detective agrees, but only up to a point, arguing that the real reason lies
  in his veins. Although his family were mainly country squires, who appear to have led much the same life as is natural to their class, Holmes believes his special skills come from the
  artistic genes he inherited from his grandmother, a sister of the real-life French painter Horace Vernet. And art in the blood is liable to take the strangest forms.


  So it was with Arthur himself. His family was a source of pride and inspiration, particularly to dclass Celt anxious to position himself securely in socially stratified
  Anglo-centric society. But there were skeletons in the cupboard which were worrying to a scientist schooled in murky Victorian concepts of heredity.


  Both sides of his family came from Ireland. But lineages are often hazy there, since so many records were lost in the civil war. At one stage Arthur was so convinced the Doyles were descended
  from Dubhgall, King of Ulster, that he had a stained-glass window built at Undershaw, his house in Hindhead, showing several putative crests, including the Red Hand of Ulster. In
  fact, his surname meant little more than dark stranger or foreigner, a reference to the kings Viking origins. He later dropped this idea and settled for the
  Doyles being a cadet branch of the Staffordshire family of that name who went to Ireland with the English invasion and spawned a large clan in County Wexford.


  So far as the record extends, Arthurs grandfather John Doyle was a tailors son who started professional life as an equestrian artist in Georgian Dublin. He won commissions from
  aristocratic patrons, including Lord Talbot, Lord Lieutenant during a politically turbulent period from 1817 to 1821, and the 2nd Marquess of Sligo.


  One thing is indisputable  the Doyles were devout Roman Catholics. Both John Doyles sisters became nuns, and his brother James trained as a priest. As the Catholic journal The
  Month noted, John was the only child of the family who remained in the world, and with this situation came a certain austerity  a character trait emphasised by his height,
  bearing and angular patrician features. But his daunting demeanour was offset by a good nature and gentle Irish sense of humour.


  In 1820 he married Marianna Conan, whose father also worked as a tailor in the Dublin rag trade. Again her antecedents are blurred, purportedly stretching back to the ancient ducal house of
  Britanny. Within a short time she had borne him a daughter, Annette. The start of a family was a signal for John Doyle to think seriously about his career. Following the Union of Great Britain and
  Ireland, educated Irishmen of his type began to look to London as a cultural as well as political capital. At the same time Irish Catholics were making inroads into the discriminatory legislation
  which barred them from political office.


  Ambitious and pragmatic, Doyle made the logical move to London where, with his wife and infant child, he rented a house in an artists enclave in Berners Street, north of Oxford Street. As
  mementoes and statements of intent, he took some heirlooms with him. According to family tradition, these included silverware, engraved with the Doyle crest and motto Patientia
  Vincit; a pestle and mortar; and a portrait, supposedly by van Dyck, of Thomas Wentworth, 1st Earl of Strafford. This was an odd choice since Strafford, in the early seventeenth century, had
  been a leading perpetrator of the despoliation of the Catholic landed gentry, which had cost the Doyles their estates. While suggesting that John bore few grudges, it also pointed to the type of
  commission he hoped to obtain from high-born patrons.


  Initially business was slow, and John was forced to move several times with his growing family, spending two years south of the river Thames in Lambeth. A change of artistic
  direction came after he visited the House of Commons. He found that his combination of wit and draughtsmanship was well suited to producing caricatures of the participants in the mother of
  Parliaments. Making good use of modern techniques of lithography, he began in 1827 to publish a regular series of political sketches which he signed with the initials HB, a composite representation
  of his initials. With obsessive secrecy, he managed for sixteen years to keep his identity secret. During that period his sarcastic, well observed and usually benevolent cartoons of Britains
  political elite provided a graphic bridge between the angry Regency satires of Gillray and Cruikshank and the more respectful High Victorian output of Leech and Tenniel.


  John was soon earning a comfortable living, enough to move in 1833 to a large, new house at 17 Cambridge Terrace (now Sussex Gardens), north of Hyde Park. By then Marianna had produced seven
  children, all of whom showed varying degrees of artistic talent. His daughter Annette was a gifted musician, and a pious one, who later became a nun. James, born in 1822, was a scholarly youth,
  whose adoption of his fathers more severe traits earned him the nickname the Priest. Fascinated by the past, he would make a name illustrating and writing about history.
  Richard, or Dicky, born in 1824, was the most naturally gifted, and would follow HB in a successful career, principally as an illustrator. Henry, born in 1827, was also a promising
  cartoonist, before later finding his mtier as an arts curator. Then there were Francis and Adelaide, who both died young without making a mark, and, finally, on 25 March 1832, came
  Arthurs father, Charles Altamont, his second name a nod to HBs early patron, the Marquess of Sligo, who held the subsidiary title Earl of Altamont.


  The atmosphere at Cambridge Terrace was politically and culturally conservative, as might be expected from an Irish Roman Catholic family making its way in late Georgian society. The children
  were taught at home, since John was sceptical about English education. As was evident from his choice of the French Chapel off Baker Street as his place of worship, he was Francophile in matters of
  mind and spirit  a throwback perhaps to his wifes French origins. His son Henry spent a short period at a Jesuit school in the Marylebone Road but, otherwise, the Doyle boys and girls
  grew up with their own private tutor, Mr Street, whose services were supplemented by both a fencing and a dancing master. As part of this privileged upbringing, they were expected to devise their
  own entertainments, centred round a play or a concert every Sunday. With an artist as father, they were also encouraged to go out and observe the world. After visiting the
  theatre, an exhibition or some public event, they were required to record their experiences for HB, illustrating them with amusing and meticulous line drawings in the family style.


  Nevertheless there was an energy and sociability about the place. Ensconced in his comfortable four-storey house, John Doyle was at last able to relax and enjoy the company of his wide circle of
  friends. Seated on prized Chippendale chairs, making merry around a large mahogany table in the high-ceiled dining-room, artists such as Wilkie and Landseer jostled with writers including Walter
  Scott, Thackeray and Dickens (the last of whom had originally been a parliamentary journalist colleague). Benjamin Disraeli was one of many politicians who visited, rooting for ideas as he tried to
  reinvent aristocratic romanticism for an industrial age.


  This contented, productive mnage was cruelly broken just before Christmas 1839 when Marianna died of heart disease. Charles was only seven and, although he already showed the family
  aptitude for drawing, he was more withdrawn than his siblings. Lacking his wifes support, John Doyle reined in his professional, though not his social, commitments, and devoted more time and
  energy to his children.


  The precocious Dicky responded well, as is clear from his journal for the year 1840. Significantly, he made no mention of his mothers recent death: emotional outpouring was not a Doyle
  family trait. Instead, with great facility, he wrote about and drew whatever he came across  his tutors, his visits to the Tower of London, his observations of military processions in the
  park and his involvement in a nursery version of the Eglinton Tournament. Within a short time Dicky was selling lithographed copies of his sketches of this mock-chivalric event, which his father
  had recently attended in Scotland. At first he did not find many takers: only his Aunt Anne (Conan) and Christopher Moore, an Irish sculptor who was a friend of the family, bought copies, and HB
  had to settle the 4 18s bill for the printing. But Dicky persevered, sending one set to Count dOrsay, Disraelis friend and the leading dandy of his day, who commented that the
  boy, though still only fifteen, was undoubtedly a genius of the first order.


  Anticipating the medievalism which would inspire the Pre-Raphaelites, Dicky also painted a large version of the eponymous archer hero of Walter Scotts novel Quentin Durward.
  History and its interpretation were endlessly discussed in the Doyle household. Dicky told his father he preferred reality to fiction (at that stage, at least), adding, as a sop to the old
  mans Francophilia, that, after examining the histories of England and France, he found them both full of romance, but favoured the latter for its picturesque and poetical qualities.


  Dicky particularly liked the historical feeling shown by the artist Paul Delaroche. It is not clear if he knew that Delaroche was Horace Vernets son-in-law, and that
  together with Vernets father and grandfather, also distinguished painters, they made up the sort of creative dynasty the Doyles would become. Dicky was more interested in the way these
  nineteenth-century French genre painters combined drama, realism and imagination. It was all about ways of observing and interpreting the world.


  At exactly this time Delaroche was undertaking an official report on the new art of photography for the French government. Though he was apocryphally reported to have said, on examining a
  daguerreotype, From today painting is dead, he was actually more enthusiastic, suggesting that this new technique would be a boon to artists.


  Taking this all in, though with rather less enthusiasm, was Dickys brother Charles who even, at the age of ten, gave the impression of finding childhood in an artistic hothouse
  overwhelming. In one letter to his father, he excused himself for not being able to recall any particularly striking painting at the Royal Academy and promised to return to have another look. In
  another, he signed himself off plaintively, Your diminutive son Charles, who watcheth. He was as good as his word, for he passed on the gist of this lively family debate about history
  and its representation to his son Arthur who, nearly half a century later, would create the fictional detective who prided himself on his descent from Horace Vernet.


  Another example of this trickle-down effect was the influence of Marianna Doyles brother Michael Conan, who came to stay at Cambridge Terrace around the time of her death. He had been
  educated at Trinity College, Dublin  unusually for a young Catholic, as this was still an avowedly Protestant institution, proud of having been created by Queen Elizabeth I in the first
  flush of Englands colonisation of Ireland, and he would, on pain of excommunication, have had to obtain special permission from his bishop to attend it. But this was in the early 1820s,
  before the opening of government offices to Catholics, and he was ambitious and none too fussed about religion. So he followed his married sister and brother-in-law to London where he qualified as
  a barrister and, as a deft painter in his own right, made useful contacts in the art world. (By then, two other Conan sisters, Anne and Elizabeth, had also moved to London, and joined the Doyle
  household.) But Michael decided to try his hand at journalism, initially working for the Morning Herald which in December 1832 sent him as a foreign correspondent to report on the French
  siege of Antwerp, a curious sequel to Belgiums brief struggle for independence. On this occasion, the French troops were commanded by the veteran Marchal
  tienne Grard  the surname adopted by Arthur Conan Doyle as the hero of his Brigadier Gerard stories in 1894. The fictional Brigadier was described as a cousin of the
  Marchal, who in real life was accompanied at Antwerp by another veteran of the Napoleonic wars, Marchal Baron de Marbot, whose sparkling memoirs, published in French in 1891, were
  later to provide useful source material to Arthur.


  Back in London, Michael Conan found himself a more appropriate job, writing for the Art Journal. With his additional interests in heraldry and genealogy, he exerted a powerful presence in
  Cambridge Terrace. Young Charles was later able to pass on a sense of this to his own son Arthur, who recalled first meeting the old journalist: Through all my life up to this point there
  had been an unseen grand-uncle named Michael Conan  , a man of distinction, an intellectual Irishman of the type which originally founded the Sinn Fein movement.


  As he entered his teenage years, Charles preferred to be out of doors rather than cooped up at home. His passion was fishing  casting distractedly for roach in the river Brent or
  sniggling for eels in the Paddington canal. He even went to the trouble of writing to Lord Canning for permission to angle in the Serpentine. As he would later say, he liked this particular pastime
  because it meant you could forget the cares of the world. His solitary whimsical view of the world comes across in his letters to his friend Frederick Ellis, whose father ran the Star and Garter
  Hotel in Richmond, Surrey  a haunt of the Doyle family friend, Charles Dickens. Once the young Charles Doyle admitted to liking Dickens Dombey and Son, but mainly because Mr
  Tootss dog was so similar to the Doyles own Prinny. If pressed, he said he liked the historical and Gothic romances of the prolific, now forgotten novelist G.P.R. James. Perhaps the
  most revealing insight into his undemonstrative nature was his denunciation in 1845, aged only thirteen, of the humorous magazine Punch for pillorying the Whig-turned-Conservative politician
  Lord Brougham. Charles may have been a skilled draughtsman, but the family trade of caricature was clearly not for him. He was too sensitive, and that business too invasive.


  Dicky had no such inhibitions. His illustrations now incorporated humour, history and fantasy, with a subsidiary line  since meeting the painter Richard Dadd  in sprites and
  fairies, which gave him licence to express his Celtic fancifulness and aversion to modernity without adopting the grave religiosity of the Pre-Raphaelites. But his forte was his incisive, quirky
  cartoons which he published under the name Dick Kitcat. His uncle Michael Conan brought these to the attention of his friend Mark Lemon, editor of Punch, who promptly
  offered Dicky a job in 1846. Three years later Dicky designed a cover which showed a cheerful Mr Punch, sitting at his desk with his dog Toby, while what his biographer Rodney Engen describes as
  an unmistakeable Doyle cloud of fairies, goblins, monsters, knights and maidens in distress pour from cornucopias on either side of the page. With minor alterations, this design was
  retained as the famous Punch cover, epitomising the spirit of the periodical for the best part of a century.


  By then the Doyle family had suffered further losses. Both Francis and Adelaide had died in the early 1840s and, with HB less active, everyone else needed to earn a living. Dicky was already
  successful, and Henry and James were commencing careers as artists. But Charles, without their self-will, was beginning to lag behind, and did not like it. So the decision was made to remove him
  from Londons distractions and send him north to Edinburgh where he would be subject to the disciplines of a formal office environment, working as a deputy to Robert Matheson, the surveyor
  who moulded the shape of Scotlands official buildings, as a clerk in the Office of Works. There he could put his skills to productive use as a designer and draughtsman, and would be assured
  of earning a salary of 220 a year.
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  The Foleys, the family of Arthurs mother Mary, were a more volatile Anglo-Irish hybrid. On her fathers side, she looked back to a dynasty of hearty, mainly
  Protestant, yeomen with substantial holdings around Lismore in County Wexford. They owed their wealth and standing largely to their connections with the Dukes of Devonshire who have their Irish
  seat at Lismore Castle. Shortly after the Devonshires arrival in 1748, Marys grandfather Thomas Foley was appointed agent of their estate. He also operated a mill on the busy river
  Blackwater which, since the roads were so bad, was the main artery for travellers and commercial traffic to the sea at Youghal. But he became significantly rich when he acquired the rights to
  fishing on eleven miles of the river  source of some of the best salmon in Ireland.


  As a result the Foleys were linked to the Anglo-Irish ascendancy, and, as such, subject to nationalist opprobrium, although they survived relatively unscathed, since the Dukes were liberal
  landlords. Their sympathies were clear, nonetheless, from the pride the family took in the distorted legend of old Black Tom Foley and his son Patrick killing a member of the
  Whiteboys, a secret party of agrarian activists which flourished in the late eighteenth century.


  Patrick Foley was the eldest of Thomass nine children from three wives (a number which reflected the high mortality of the time rather than any special concupiscence).
  Because of his seniority, Patrick took over the mill and fishing rights. His half-brother, also called Thomas, was required, as the son of his fathers second wife, to look further afield. So
  he became a lawyer, a calling which gave him the wherewithal to live comfortably at his nearby seat, Tourtane.


  William, the first child of old Thomas Foleys third wife, Hannah Lowe from Cardiff, also sought advancement through the professions. In 1825 he gained a place to study medicine at Trinity
  College, Dublin, where, unexpectedly, he was recorded as being a Roman Catholic. This suggests that his father was originally a Catholic, adopting Protestantism as a convenience when he married his
  first wife, Margaret Fitzgerald, who was definitely a member of the Church of Ireland. As a result Patrick, the first of two children from this marriage, continued in his mothers religion,
  and this was confirmed when he married Elizabeth Cliffe, daughter of a powerful Protestant family with whom the Foleys were allied in business, land ownership and, for a while, fishing rights. From
  then on there was never any doubt that Patricks side of the family was firmly Protestant. But by the time his father married for the third time, his commitment to his first wifes
  religion seems to have slipped and he reverted to Catholicism, the faith in which his son William (some thirty-five years younger than his half-brother Patrick) was brought up.


  After graduating from Trinity, the easy-going William duly became a doctor, though not one fired with any great ambition. In 1835 he married Catherine Pack who, with her sister, ran a
  girls boarding school which had been started by her mother in Kilkenny. Catherine came from a more cultured Irish family. While the Foleys were essentially upwardly mobile creatures of the
  Waterford soil (though they did make unsubstantiated claims of having arrived with English conquerors in the seventeenth century), the Packs were more firmly entrenched in the Anglo-Irish
  establishment  a position which brought pedigree, responsibilities and pretensions. For the best part of a century they had centred on the ancient city of Kilkenny, where they turned out a
  succession of distinguished clergymen, doctors and soldiers. Earlier they had lived in Kings County (now County Offaly) where they had married into an illegitimate branch of the Percy
  family, headed by the Duke of Northumberland.


  Catherines grandfather, Richard, had been headmaster of Kilkenny College, Irelands leading Protestant secondary school, where he was succeeded by his son Anthony. Her great-uncle,
  Thomas Pack, had been a dean of the Church of Ireland Cathedral of St Canice in Kilkenny. And this clergymans son Denis (her first cousin once removed) was the dashing
  and spectacularly brave Major-General Sir Denis Pack who, after being wounded eight times in the Peninsular wars, commanded a brigade of Pictons division which played a crucial role at the
  battles of Quatre-Bras and Waterloo (where he was again wounded). As the youngest of Richard Packs sons, Catherines father William had been forced into trade as a grocer and wine
  merchant in Kilkenny. But he had married well enough to the daughter of Matthew Scott, who ran one of the woollen mills which powered the towns economy.


  When she opted to marry a Catholic, Catherine Pack took the brave and romantic decision to turn her back on her familys Protestant heritage and adopt her husbands religion.
  However, six years later, in August 1841, William Foley died suddenly in Clonmel while still in his early thirties. Accompanied by her children, his widow was forced to return to the Pack
  stronghold of Kilkenny, where, following family tradition, she again started her own girls school.


  However, her circumstances had changed. She was now a Roman Catholic, a faith she held with the conviction of a convert. It was perhaps significant that she chose to situate her school in
  Jamess Street, opposite the convent and to use French as her medium of instruction. It was a very difficult time to set up on her own: by the middle of the decade the potato famine was
  hurting genteel town-dwellers such as herself just as much as impoverished agricultural labourers in the countryside. Its deathly consequences put paid to her school and may have deepened her
  religious feelings. In April 1847, aged only thirty-eight, she was forced to put her Kilkenny property up for sale and, shortly afterwards, she moved with her two young daughters, Mary and
  Catherine, to Edinburgh.


  Quite why she opted for the capital of the Scottish Enlightenment is a mystery. Because of the famine, vast numbers of Irish were emigrating, many to Scotland, where work could be found in the
  linen and construction trades, though Glasgow was a more popular destination than Edinburgh. Later, her daughter Mary used to talk of a Scottish family link between her grandfather Matthew and the
  great novelist Sir Walter Scott. But she was given to romantic flights of fancy and may have got this wrong. More likely, her religious enthusiasm alienated her Pack relations, who remained jealous
  of their privileged links to the (Protestant) Cathedral, where Sir Denis Pack was remembered in a marble bust sculpted by Chantrey. The truth may be that, in difficult circumstances, the
  self-consciously upright Packs, with their long line of deans and headmasters, had made Catherine Foleys life in Kilkenny intolerable.


  Edinburgh was a city in transition. Boosted by immigration from Scotlands internal regions as much as from across the Irish Sea, its population had grown further with
  the recent arrival of the railways. As a result it had been forced to expand beyond its strict demarcation into Old Town, now little more than a slum, and New Town, the preserve of the affluent
  middle classes. Catherine and her daughters found accommodation on the fringes of the latter at 27 Clyde Street, not far from the Catholic parish church of St Marys. There Catherine returned
  to the teaching profession, but in a slightly different way: she set up the Governesses Institution supplying British and foreign governesses to families and schools.


  With two daughters to support, Catherine Foley also needed a lodger to make ends meet. She probably asked the church to recommend someone, for the person who appeared on her doorstep was Charles
  Doyle, looking for a place to live shortly after arriving in Edinburgh in 1849 as a raw seventeen-year-old. Very pleasant people and very Irish, he reported back to his friend Ellis,
  once he had settled in.
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  Though Charles did not stay long with the Foleys, it was time enough to note the attractions of his landladys daughter, Mary  a bright twelve-year-old, with
  soulful grey eyes. Before he got to know her, however, she was spirited away to a school in France where, like her mother, she was imbued with a lifelong passion for French culture.


  Charles had other matters on his mind, as he worked to emulate his brothers success. Before the end of the year, he had entered a competition to design new stained-glass windows for
  Glasgow Cathedral. If this was a positive move, he betrayed his lack of confidence by sending his drawings back to Cambridge Terrace for approval. The following August he played a prominent role
  when Queen Victoria and Prince Albert visited Edinburgh to lay the foundation stone for the National Gallery of Scotland. Young Charles raised the flag on Holyrood Palace as the royal couple
  arrived and reportedly also helped prepare the Queens apartment.


  But it was soon clear from his letters home that he was not happy. Edinburgh, with its quaint tumbling houses on the Canongate, was attractive enough, even if the overall stink was disgusting.
  But the Castles looming presence reminded him of a prison and made him uneasy. As for the local people, they were uncouth. Finding himself on the streets one New Years Eve, he was
  astonished by the displays of drunkenness and revelry. When, ever courteous, he offered to accompany two women home, he was further taken aback when a friend gave him a weighted truncheon, or life-preserver, so he could crack the heads of anyone who molested them. This might not have mattered if he had found someone who shared his quirky view of the world.
  But Scots humour was rather more boisterous.


  Sensing his natural introspection giving way to depression, Charles, who was not yet twenty, sought solace in the faith which had been an important part of his upbringing. The intensity of
  Scottish Presbyterianism probably contributed to his unease. It was less than a decade since the upheavals of the 1843 Disruption, when the more dogmatic members of the established Church of
  Scotland had staged a revolt against the alien practice of patrons appointing the minister and had gone off to form their own fundamentalist Free Church. At the same time the austere Anglican
  Church in Scotland was under threat from the Romanised rituals and practices of the Oxford Movement.


  Britain as a whole was undergoing a period of spiritual reassessment as it sought to come to terms with the materialism of the industrialised age and related advances in science. Having played
  its part in meeting this challenge, Charless own Roman Catholic Church was now seeking to capitalise on the situation, not only by ministering to Anglicans, such as those in the Oxford
  Movement, who were dissatisfied with their religion, but also by regaining political and civil liberties lost since the Reformation. In this latter context, it had won a notable victory in 1829
  when the Catholic Emancipation Act allowed, inter alia, the Irish nationalist leader Daniel OConnell to take his seat in the House of Commons. (One of John Doyles most famous
  cartoons showed a bucolic OConnell celebrating this legislation.)


  Twenty years later, Roman Catholics were hoping to make further advance by reasserting their right to appoint their own bishops. But when Rome announced the resumption of the Catholic hierarchy
  in September 1850, the Protestant establishment in Britain viewed this as another example of papal aggression and Lord John Russells government banned it. However this
  prohibition was never enforced  the result, in no small part, of the political skills of Cardinal Nicholas Wiseman, the man chosen by Pope Pius IX to be the first Catholic
  Cardinal-Archbishop of Westminster. Coming from an Irish merchant family, Wiseman was also a friend of the Doyles. Both Dicky and Henry drew him: the latters 1858 portrait now hangs in the
  National Gallery of Ireland.


  So Charles rallied to the Catholic cause in Edinburgh. In March 1851 he attended a meeting in the Waterloo Rooms to protest against the new Ecclesiastical Titles Assumption Bill and other
  anti-Catholic measures. When a seconder was required for a motion calling for the resolutions to be sent to Parliament, Charles obliged. He was not the only member of his family
  who took this religious discrimination seriously. Dicky had been going from strength to strength with his caricatures of English manners and customs in Punch. But four months earlier he had
  taken the drastic move of resigning from the magazine in protest at what he regarded as the anti-Catholic tone of its coverage of this same Bill. In taking his public stand, Charles may have been
  showing solidarity with his well known brother.


  At the time Dicky was still living in Cambridge Gardens and enjoying a discreet affair with Blanche Stanley, daughter of Lord Stanley of Alderley. But in September 1851 she dealt him a cruel
  blow by marrying the young Earl of Airlie, who was more her social equal. Dicky poured his heart out to his younger brother in Scotland. Two years later he got his own back when, illustrating his
  friend Thackerays novel The Newcomes, he gave Lord Airlies features to the worthless Scottish Lord Farintosh (a surname later appropriated for a client of Sherlock Holmes in
  The Speckled Band).


  Meanwhile there had been changes at Cambridge Gardens. The Irish journalist Michael Conan had moved out, with his wife Susan and sister Anne, to a house on Campden Hill, though his other sister
  Elizabeth continued living with the Doyles until her death from cancer in March 1851. John Doyle himself was winding down as an artist, producing his last political sketch that year. Since, for
  medical reasons, he was unable to paint in oils, he thought that he might follow Charles and find employment with the Office of Works. When this initiative failed, he became amiably eccentric,
  lobbying the government with his inventions, such as ventilated tents and waterproof boots which he thought would improve the lot of troops in the Crimea  another inspiration
  for Arthur, who would later pepper the War Office with ideas for innovations such as body armour.


  In June 1852 Johns musical daughter Annette succumbed to the general religious fervour and joined the Society of the Daughters of the Heart of Mary in Kensington as a nun. Predictably the
  order had strong links with France where its founder had been a Jesuit. However, since it was not strictly community-based, Annette was able to continue to live at home and look after her father.
  Her experience encouraged her aunt Anne Conan to follow suit and join the same order in 1854, when Michael Conan and his wife took the logical step, given the familys admiration for France,
  of moving to Paris as correspondent for the Art Journal.


  These comings and goings did little to boost Charless morale, which was further dented by his lack of advancement at work. Dicky, who was closest to him, encouraged
  him to seek outlets for his illustrations. He also tried to buoy his brothers spirits with titbits of London literary gossip. But the familys anxiety was evident from a letter from
  John Doyle asking Charles plaintively if he had increased his circle of friends as a result of Thackerays visit to Edinburgh in late 1851.


  When Charles obtained a commission to illustrate a scroll celebrating Cardinal Wisemans links with Scotland, he again lacked confidence in his own ability and asked his familys
  advice. His brother James bluntly told him that this seemed very like carrying a certain combustible material to Newcastle, and added, Allow me to say that your remark about
  your not being equal to the job is nothing less than bosh.


  Charless life took a turn for the better when Mary Foley returned from France in 1854. She had blossomed into an attractive young girl, whose vitality and intelligence poured from her
  petite five-foot-one-inch frame. Her mother was delighted when this sincere and obviously well connected young Catholic began to show a romantic interest in her daughter. Equally happy, Charles
  sent Marys photograph to Dicky who, though still smarting from being jilted, conceded that the girl had Irish charm and told his sister Annette, She looks nice 
  decidedly so for a sun pictur [a photograph] which dont flatter. Dicky sketched her from this likeness, giving her round face an openness and intelligence, tempered with
  a touch of reserve, evident in her prim mouth and light brown hair swept back behind her ears.


  Charles took his brothers favourable reaction as a signal to propose to Mary, who was still only eighteen when they walked up the aisle together at St Marys church on 31 July 1855,
  the feast day of St Ignatius. The couple took a short honeymoon at an inn on the outskirts of Edinburgh before settling down to married life in a series of rented apartments.


  Before long the young Doyles had their first child, a daughter, Annette, who was born on 22 July 1856. When the infant was baptised in St Marys the following day, she was given the
  additional name Conan, ostensibly in honour of one of her godparents, the nun Anne Conan, but more probably out of respect for her grandmothers family, which had played an important role in
  Charless upbringing.


  The responsibilities of fatherhood did not sit easily with Charles, however. Dicky, who had visited Edinburgh the previous summer, redoubled his efforts to help his brother by finding him
  alternative sources of income. He put him in touch with London magazines and advised him on strategies to make sure he was paid. He even suggested Charles should become his
  Edinburgh agent or, failing that, earn some money touching up his own early watercolours.


  More practically John Doyle tried to get his son a transfer to London. Charles scoffed at this suggestion, telling his sister Annette, I have the greatest horror of being herded with a
  set of snobs in the London Office, who would certainly not understand and probably laugh at the whole theory of construction, as also the technical terms in use among the builders here, to whom
  brick is an unknown quantity. When an opening in the Accountant-Generals office was mooted, he said this was something he simply could not stand. After that job failed
  to materialise, Charles entertained the idea of emigrating to Australia and earning a living as a gold prospector. Arthur probably heard embellished accounts of his fathers youthful
  ambition, encouraging him to add flashes of Australian colour to several Sherlock Holmes stories such as The Boscombe Valley Mystery.


  Marriage did at least spur Charles to increase his output of illustrations. He developed a reputation as a comic artist in periodicals such as the short-lived Illustrated Times. After an
  exasperating decade in the shadows at the Dickensian Office of Works, he was at last allowed to take credit for his own designs, notably when he helped his boss Robert Matheson on the octagonal
  fountain in the forecourt at Holyrood Palace in 18589. Charles was responsible for the small statues of historical figures surrounding the spire, which Matheson obligingly described as
  more in the class of a work of Art than ordinary building work. But the trade magazine The Builder saw only a confused and miserable mixture, ugly in outline and puerile
  in detail.


  Such professional brickbats did little to boost the mild-mannered mans confidence, which had been further undermined when his second daughter Catherine died from water on the brain in
  October 1858 when she was six months old. As Dicky discovered when he passed through Edinburgh shortly afterwards, Charles was in poor spirits and living in distressingly reduced circumstances at
  11 Picardy Place when his first son arrived on the morning of 22 May 1859 and was given the names Arthur Ignatius Conan at his baptism at St Marys two days later.


  As usual among the Doyles, these names were carefully considered. Arthur signified history and place, albeit a romanticised version, looking back to King Arthur, the mythic architect of Britain;
  Ignatius faith, evoking the saints day on which Charles and Mary were married; and Conan kin, referring to the mixed Irish and European heritage of his mothers forebears. These three
  strands were to battle for supremacy in Arthurs personality.


  


  TWO


  Early years in Edinburgh


  18591868


  [image: ]


  One of Charles Doyles last commissions before his sons birth was a set of illustrations for a volume called Men Who Have
  Risen. Subtitled A Book for Boys, this was a series of biographical sketches of figures, such as Robert Peel, designed to educate youngsters about the benefits of hard work and
  self-improvement. It marked the London debut of James Hogg, an opportunist Edinburgh publisher who was keen to establish a presence in the British capital. Hogg showed he lacked none of the
  commercial wiles of his metropolitan rivals, for Men Who Have Risen reached the market shortly before Samuel Smiless best-selling Self Help, a similar collection which defined
  the Victorian ethic of pulling oneself up by ones bootstraps. The ameliorative and taxonomic demands of the age were also neatly represented in two other, rather different publications of
  1859  Charles Darwins On the Origin of Species by means of Natural Selection and the first magazine serialisations of Mrs Beetons Book of Household
  Management.


  Since Arthur would later epitomise a certain type of self-made professional man, his fathers involvement with this book was ironic. Despite his wifes sterling support, Charles
  Doyle had fallen a long way from the solid comforts of Cambridge Terrace. His main problem was that he had started to drink heavily and behave erratically, often giving away his drawings for the
  price of a bottle of spirits. Pinpointing exactly when this became a liability is not easy. By 1861 Marys mother and sister were cohabiting with the young Doyles at Picardy Place, where
  Catherine continued to run her Governesses Institution. They were on hand when Mary gave birth to a daughter, another Mary, that May. The pressure on space cannot have added to domestic
  harmony and the entire family decamped to Portobello, a seaside suburb of Edinburgh, in 1862. There was another reason for this move: Catherine Foley was not well and in May that year she died of
  cancer at 3 Tower Bank, Portobello, aged fifty-two.


  As a lover of the open air, Charles welcomed the wide expanse of the sea and found he was able to paint. But his darker, romantic mood was reflected in the watercolour
  A gypsy camp in the gloaming, which he submitted from Portobello as his first contribution to the 1862 Royal Scottish Academys summer exhibition.


  That winter the skies darkened, the days crowded in and the city and its surroundings became bitterly cold. A depressed Charles took more aggressively to the bottle and, by December, his
  condition had become so bad that, according to Mary, writing thirty years later to a doctor who was treating him in a mental home, he would drag himself around the floor, behaving like a
  nincompoop, unable to remember his own name. For the best part of a year he was unable to attend work and was put on half pay. In order to finance his regular binges, he would steal from his wife
  and children (breaking open the latters money boxes) and he would run up large bills with shopkeepers for goods he later sold. One Edinburgh pub was full of drawings which Charles had given
  or sold cheaply for alcohol. When nothing else was available he drank furniture varnish. Already many family friends were urging that he should be institutionalised.


  In his autobiography Arthur glossed over these disturbing memories and concentrated on the story of his familys poverty. He recalled his fathers meagre income and the resulting
  hardships. He said nothing about the real sources of tension in the Doyle household, which had repercussions for his own relationship with his parents. In an uncertain, often threatening,
  atmosphere he looked to his petite mother for more than usual emotional support. And, correspondingly, without a husband to fall back on, she enveloped her young son in maternal love and introduced
  him from an early age to the influences which had provided constancy in her hitherto short, often harsh life.


  The religion she had learnt from her mother remained important, but her faith had been undermined by her husbands behaviour, and she began to look to history as an alternative source of
  inspiration and moral guidance. This was not a narrow, dogmatic reverence for the past, but a romantic enthusiasm which drew in particular on the Middle Ages for stirring examples of chivalrous
  behaviour. It was underpinned by a passion for her own familys antecedents. All memories of a rift with her immediate family in Ireland were forgotten. Rolling out the genealogical tree, she
  quickened her sons heart with stories of the Packs bravery and the nobility of their proud kinsmen, the Percys. Marys pedigree became an essential part of her identity, as she
  sought to escape the chilly, grim reality of mid-Victorian Edinburgh. For Arthur, it provided a wonderful window on the world, where the characters seemed more substantial than
  at home. It also bound him to his mother, whose hardships he recognised and whom he would poignantly tell, When you are old, Mammie, you shall have a velvet dress and gold glasses and sit in
  comfort by the fire.
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  Living in a dysfunctional family was not easy for the boy. It is hard to be precise about his frame of mind as his childhood reminiscences were written much later, when the
  long-term consequences of his fathers behaviour were clearer. There is no reason to question the respect he retained for his fathers wit, courtesy and delicacy of mind.
  He enjoyed the occasions when the two of them embarked on outdoor pursuits, such as skating. But even he was forced to admit that Charles was of little help to his wife, for
  his thoughts were always in the clouds and he had no appreciation of the realities of life. And there was a hint of his own unhappiness and insecurity in his conclusion, The world,
  not the family, gets the fruits of genius.


  With her husband only hanging onto his job through the goodwill of Robert Matheson, Mary Doyle was forced to make more of her own mark in society. Devastated by the death of her two-year-old
  daughter Mary in June 1863, she joined the Philosophical Institution, a high-minded literary and debating society where, to the consternation of Edinburghs more conservative citizens,
  Professor Thomas Huxley had recently talked on the controversial topic of natural selection. Charles nominally joined at the same time, but it is doubtful if he was a regular attendee.


  Mary made full use of the Institutions extensive library. At home her passion for reading became a joke: she always had a book in front of her whether she was knitting or feeding the
  children. Arthur later provided a fictional portrait of her as the quaintest mixture of the housewife and the woman of letters  Always a lady, whether she was bargaining with the
  butcher, or breaking in a skittish charwoman, or stirring the porridge, which I can see her doing with the porridge-stick on one hand, and the other holding her Revue des deux Mondes within
  two inches of her dear nose.


  By being both domestic goddess and intellectual, Mary combined the responsibilities of both parents, which was just what Arthur needed. And her love of the biweekly Revue was significant,
  since it regularly, almost obsessively, featured the Middle Ages, which it portrayed as the antidote to all that was wrong with modern France. When he grew older and attended school, Arthur would
  expand his view of the world by reading to her from this magazine, which also played an important role in familiarising him with the literary periodical, an important cultural
  phenomenon of the age.


  Through the Institution, Mary developed her own bookish contacts, the foremost being Dr John Brown, a God-fearing physician who had once worked for the celebrated surgeon James Syme, and who had
  since prospered as the author of witty essays and stories, such as the popular Rab and his Friends, a heart-rending story of a dogs devotion to the mistress he accompanies to her
  deathbed in Edinburghs Minto Hospital. Brown had a bond with Mary since he too was coping with family trauma  the mental illness of his wife, who was to die in 1864. He found
  contentment in a wide circle of bookish companions, including Thackeray and Oliver Wendell Holmes, an American who, like himself, straddled the worlds of medicine and literature.


  Wendell Holmes had a name that would feature prominently in young Arthurs life, and it is easy to understand why. He was an establishment figure with the wit and curiosity to hold up
  cherished nostrums to the scrutiny of contemporary knowledge. As a doctor in the 1840s, he had helped advance the germ theory of disease by showing that puerperal (or childbed) fever was carried by
  the attending physician from one delivery to the next. As a belletrist, he later made a name with his epigrammatic The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table, which exposed his own often
  superstitious, Gothic beliefs to the rigours of Victorian rationalism. The personification of the Boston Brahmin, a term of his own coining, he retained an idiosyncratic conviction in
  the immortality of the soul, while being able to turn a cool scientific gaze onto subjects such as the workings of the unconscious mind. His fascination with the caste-like East Coast intellectual
  aristocracy from which he came encouraged him to wade into the controversial field of heredity in his medicated novel, Elsie Venner  A Romance of Destiny, published in
  1861.


  From John Brown Mary gained a strong sense of Wendell Holmess mystique, which she passed on to her son, who later appropriated this surname for his fictional consulting detective,
  Sherlock Holmes. In a doubtless unconscious reference which pinned his own recollection of this book to these times, Arthur gave the name Venner and Matheson to the firm to which Victor Hatherly
  was apprenticed in his story The Adventure of the Engineers Thumb.


  Brown probably also introduced Mary to some more immediately useful friends, the scholarly Burton family who liked her vivacious personality and welcomed her into their home. Her particular
  friend was Mary Burton, a formidable campaigner for womens rights, once described as a unique example of the Victorian woman on the warpath. Mary
  Burtons field was education, which would have appealed to the daughter of a former schoolmistress.


  The earliest incontrovertible evidence of their closeness came with a new addition to the Doyle family  a sister for Annette and Arthur, who was born on 22 February 1866 at Mary
  Burtons house, Liberton Bank, in the low-lying Pentland hills two miles south-east of Edinburgh. Lottie, as the baby girl was known, was baptised Caroline Mary Burton after her doughty
  hostess. This suggests an intimacy of some standing, though the date when the Doyles moved to Liberton Bank is unclear. Mary Burton made a habit of helping the needy and may have provided refuge as
  early as 1862 when Mary Doyle temporarily parted from her alcoholic husband.


  What is certain is that Arthur spent part of his childhood in this female dominated household, where he came within the orbit of Mary Burtons influential brother, John Hill Burton, an
  Aberdonian lawyer turned political economist and historian, who lived at Craig House in nearby Craiglockhart. Burton was one of the local literati who wrote regularly for Blackwoods
  Edinburgh Magazine, usually known as Blackwoods, or, more colloquially, Maga. Launched in 1817 by the successful publisher William Blackwood as a Tory version of the
  Whiggish Edinburgh Review, Maga had quickly attracted fine writers, such as Sir Walter Scotts son-in-law John Gibson Lockhart, who gave it a reputation for brash iconoclasm,
  underpinned by solid literary and social criticism.


  More recently, spurred by circulation wars with the Edinburgh Review, Maga had made a speciality of romantic fiction, in the traditional sense of transporting readers to other imaginative
  worlds, particularly through tales of high adventure and the supernatural. Parallel to this the magazine also featured true-life stories of daring and discovery  the kind of fare which
  appealed to a public excited by the opening-up of the globe through exploration and conquest and which was to make it the periodical of choice in expatriate clubs throughout the empire.


  One instance bore on Arthur even at his tender age. Maga had printed the explorer John Hanning Spekes account of his discovery of the source of the Nile following his contentious
  expedition with Richard Burton (no relation) in 18569. But Speke had left so many questions unanswered that he was forced to return to East Africa in 1860 to substantiate his claims. Back in
  Britain three years later, he had an exciting yarn to tell  one which Blackwood was determined to publish, despite intense competition from John Murray. But when the first draft of
  Spekes manuscript proved unreadable and too sexually explicit, Blackwood turned to his friend Hill Burton to improve it.


  Hill Burton spent August 1863 locked in Craig House, revising the copy with Speke, and the book was published in December. But the results were not successful: the bowdlerisation was obvious and
  the text strewn with errors. As a result Speke failed to prove his claim to have been the first person to discover the source of the Nile. He was scheduled to debate the matter publicly with a
  still aggrieved Richard Burton in September 1864. But the day before the meeting he shot himself, and the jury remains out as to whether it was suicide or an accident.


  Although too young to take in the details, Arthur gained a sense of a wider world brimming with adventure and excitement. His tastes were further whetted and his horizons expanded in the
  capacious library at Craig House, where Hill Burtons son William became his closest friend.


  However, his most important influence was his enthusiastic mother, who inculcated the fundamentals of storytelling from her own mouth. She thrilled him with the vividness of her tales, which
  served not only to educate him but also to dispel her personal anxieties. He later recalled her art of sinking her voice to a horror-stricken whisper when she came to a crisis in her
  narrative  I am sure, looking back, that it was in attempting to emulate those stories of my childhood that I first began weaving dreams myself.


  Soon he started to commit his own fantasies to paper, though, being where he was, he used words rather than pictures, the preferred medium in his fathers childhood house. When about six,
  he wrote his first story about an adventurers untimely demise at the hands of a Bengal tiger. A fragment which was locked away in a family writing-desk and later given by Mary Doyle to her
  sons second wife shows the basics of Arthurs lively style as he described in the first person (with minimal punctuation) the adventures of a group of armed men coming across this
  magnificent beast. He recalled that the tiger had its way, which left him a realist in the age of the Romanticists. (The balance between these two poles  the factual and the
  imaginative  was to absorb him throughout his life.) He was also conscious of a failing since, following the deaths of his protagonist (or possibly protagonists), his story had nowhere else
  to go. It is very easy to get people into scrapes, and very hard to get them out again, he subsequently noted, as he resolved to make early changes to his fictional technique.


  The following summer, when Arthur was just seven, his mother took him across the Irish Sea to stay with some well-to-do relations in Kings County. This
  seems to have been a journey of reconciliation with the family from which her own mother Catherine had fled. Since the proud woman had died three years earlier, there was no reason to continue any
  feud with the Packs or the Percys. (There was probably also some more pressing family business to sort out.) With the flowering of her mind, Mary harboured no prejudices against the Protestantism
  of such relations. Besides, she had lived in Calvinist Edinburgh for most of her life. And she may simply have wanted to give her bright son a taste of the stately lifestyle she often talked about
  and was seldom able to enjoy.


  He remembered his introduction to the lush countryside of his mothers homeland for different reasons, however. While helping with the horses, he was urgently summoned by a groom to a loft
  from where, after barring the doors, they watched twenty or so men slouching along the road below. After an abusive exchange with them, the groom explained to Arthur that this was a party of
  Fenians, the Irish nationalists who were to cause mayhem the following year with their bombing campaign on the English mainland.


  The incident was instructive for Arthur in several ways. Harking back to his Foley relation Patrick, who was surprised by an intruder (wrongly supposed to be a Whiteboy), it confirmed in him the
  idea that he was part of a privileged elite, threatened by a lumpen rural rabble. The fact that, in the Irish context, the former tended to be Protestant and the latter Catholic was mildly
  confusing because, until then, his religious upbringing had been Roman. But it helped wean him away from strong sectarian views and towards the ecumenism he later espoused. This flash confrontation
  in the Leinster countryside also led him to think that the Irish were untrustworthy agitators  the sort who later turned up in his fiction as members of the conspiratorial Molly Maguires or
  as Professor James Moriarty, the Napoleon of Crime.


  All in all, from an early age Arthur was developing a complex attitude to the Irishness on both sides of his family. He appreciated his mothers Celtic vivaciousness, but was not so sure
  about being Irish, a word usually accompanied in his autobiography with qualifying adjectives such as volcanic, noisy or simply disaffected.


  There was another reason for the holiday. Arthurs father Charles had recovered from the worst of his afflictions, and the Doyle family was about to make another move  this time, a
  couple of miles into the city from Liberton Bank where they rented part of a large Georgian house in a cul-de-sac at 3 Sciennes Hill Place in the growing suburb of Newington. It is true the
  building was overcrowded, with at least four families living there. But it was hardly the dirty, rough place Arthur liked to portray. It simply suited his subtle rewriting of
  history to hint at the apparent awfulness of his childhood without betraying the dark secrets at the heart of his family. At least Edinburgh was on the way to cleaning up its filthiest slums. The
  deaths of thirty-five people when an eight-storey tenement block collapsed in the heart of the Old Town in 1861 had acted as a wake-up call. The city had appointed its first Medical Officer of
  Health, Dr Henry Littlejohn, and would shortly institute a programme of infrastructural and public health improvements.


  Following this adjustment in his domestic arrangements, Arthur was ready to start his formal education. In the autumn of 1866 he was dispatched to a school in Salisbury Place, a couple of
  streets away. As he complained in his autobiography, conditions at Newington Academy were even more Spartan than at home and the headmaster, Patrick Wilson, was a Dickensian character, with
  pockmarked skin and one eye, who brandished a tawse  a leather strap with vicious split ends.


  Since education in Edinburgh was a very competitive business, Wilson made a point of employing the pick of the citys immigrant population, many of them political refugees from the 1848
  liberal revolutions on the Continent. The Europhile Mary Doyle would have welcomed this. But she would have been less happy if she had known more about her sons French teacher, Eugene Marie
  Chantrelle, a footloose womaniser who later became one of Scotlands most notorious murderers.


  Chantrelle was born in Nantes in 1834, the son of a ship-owner. He studied to become a doctor in Nantes, Strasbourg and Paris. But his radical political opinions took him abroad  to the
  United States, England and finally to Scotland, where he made a desultory living teaching French and dispensing medical advice. In February 1865 he was offering classes in conversational French,
  German and Italian at his rooms in Rankeillor Street. By October that year he was teaching at Wilsons Newington Academy. There, in early 1867, when Arthur was a callow seven-year-old new boy
  undergoing a thorough education in the elementary parts of the Classics, Chantrelle seduced one of his female pupils, Elizabeth Dyer, a fifteen-year-old merchants daughter whom
  he met at a fashionable phrenology lecture. By the time the couple married in August 1868, Arthur had left Newington Academy and was about to start at Stonyhurst, a Roman Catholic boarding school,
  run by the Jesuit order.


  If the Doyles decision to move their child was in any way affected by Arthurs teachers affair, they would have had confirmation within a decade that they had made the right
  choice. For in January 1878, Chantrelle was arrested for murdering his young wife. He was alleged to have killed her with a dose of raw opium, hoping to benefit from a
  1,000 insurance
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