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fered at the hands of the scientific community for 
claiming that mediums could really contact the dead 
in séances made him seek revenge.  In his 1912 novel, 
The Lost World, he says, “If you know your business, 
a bone can be as easily faked as a photograph.”  But, 
despite his medical knowledge, did he know how to 
fake fossil bones convincingly?  Even if he did, would 
he have played such a cruel joke on generations of 
scientists?  Men spent their whole careers building 
theories on Piltdown.  The hoax derailed evolutionary 

understanding of human ancestry for 
at least 40 years.  Wouldn’t an hon-
orable man like Conan Doyle have 
confessed?

Luckily for our hero, there are 
plenty of other suspects.  Take a look 
at some of the arguments, and decide 
for yourself.

For a transcript of the 2005 PBS 
Nova episode, go to http://www.pbs.
org/wgbh/nova/transcripts/3202_
hoax.html.

For a lineup of suspects, with ar-
guments by the defense and the pros-
ecution, see “The Piltdown Plot” by 
Charles Blinderman and David Joyce 
at http://www.clarku.edu/~piltdown/
pp_map.html.

Why did the scientific establishment 
take so long to question the Pilt-
down find?  Probably because it 
was skillfully crafted to meet the 

desires of contemporary scientists.  British scientists 
desperately wanted to prove that England, not the 
continent, was the birthplace of mankind (neither 
is, as we know now).  The large cranial capacity of 
the skull f lattered Britain’s nationalistic pride.  Let 
the Europeans have their Neanderthals, with their 
jutting brows and enormous jaws—primitive Brit-
ish man was a thinker.  In reality, the fragmented 
skull came from 
a medieval grave, 
the jaw from an 
orangutan, and the 
single canine from 
an ape.  The bones 
were fractured and 
dyed, the teeth 
filed down. 

Conan Doyle 
is suspected not 
only because of 
his free access to 
the discovery site, 
but because of his 
ardent spiritual-
ism.  Perhaps the 
ridicule he suf-

Dear Readers and Friends,
Discovering Sherlock Holmes, and its predeces-

sor, Discovering Dickens, were conceived by Stanford 
Continuing Studies; from its beginning, this Com-
munity Reading Project has enjoyed the generous 
support of many at Stanford and in Palo Alto.  Those 
who supported this idea have given cheerfully of their 
enthusiasm, their creativity, their time, and their fi-
nancial support.  Many, many thanks to all of them.
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Master of Liberal Arts Program
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A portrait painted by John Cooke in 1915 celebrates 
some of the scientists who supported the veracity of 
the Piltdown fossils (spread on the table).  Standing 
at right are Charles Dawson and Sir Arthur Smith 
Woodward. From the Wikipedia Commons

SAve the dAte!  

mArco BArricelli
of the Oregon Shakespeare Festival

& the American Conservatory Theatre 

will offer a free dramatic reading of 

“the Adventure of the 
Bruce-PArtington PlAnS” 

on the evening of April 17, 2007,  

on the Stanford University Campus.   

More details soon!

Arthur conAn doyle 
and the Missing Link, part 2 
continued from issue 3 http://sherlockholmes.stanford.edu
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“The Reigate Squire”  (1)
Reigate is an actual town in Surrey lying at the foot of 
the North Downs (a long line of chalk hills), about 30 
miles due south of London.  Its history dates back to 
the time of William the Conqueror.

It was some time before the health of my friend, Mr. 
Sherlock Holmes, recovered from the strain caused by his 
immense exertions in the spring of '87.   (1)
Holmes’s health is always a source of concern to Dr. 
Watson.  Whether he is using a seven percent solu-
tion of cocaine for dubious recreational purposes, for-
getting to eat for days on end, or overworking himself 
to the point of inanition, Holmes chronically neglects 
his own physical well-being.  In “The Devil’s Foot” 
(issue 10) and “The Dying Detective” (issue 11), Wat-
son will again have to deal with the consequences of 
Holmes’s negligent lifestyle.  

“…an odd volume of Pope's ‘Homer’….”  (1)
English poet Alexander Pope (1688-1744) was con-
sidered the greatest English poet during the Enlight-
enment, but is not widely read today.  He translated 
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey into verse over the course 
of many years.  It would be common for a middle- or 
upper-class Victorian household to own a multivol-
ume set of Pope’s translation, and absurd for a thief to 
abscond with only one volume.

“The J.P. or his son?”  (2)
In the 19th century, a justice of the peace—“J.P.,” for 
short—was a local authority representing the Crown 
who dispensed judgment to those who had broken lo-
cal ordinances.  The office was not remunerated, and 
so was usually held by a local magnate.

“…and walked up an oak-lined avenue to the fine old 
Queen Anne house, which bears the date of Malplaquet 
upon the lintel of the door.  (5)
Since Conan Doyle mentions “the date of Malplaquet” 
(1709, the date of the Battle of Malplaquet during 
the War of the Spanish Succession), he must mean 
that the house is built in the English baroque style, 
which was current in 1709.  This relatively short-lived 
style was popular for about 60 years, encompassing 
the reign of Queen Anne, and was influenced by the 
classical style of Italian architect Andrea Palladio 
(1508–1580).  

“Keep that,” said Holmes, quickly putting his foot upon 
it. “You will find it useful at the trial.”  (8)
Neither fingerprinting nor ballistics was much ad-
vanced in Holmes’s day.  The gun might be useful 
for determining if the bullet could have been fired 
from it—or from any gun of that type—but a cer-
tain identification of it as the murder weapon was 

beyond scientists of the time.

“I am afraid, my dear Colonel, that you must regret the 
hour that you took in such a stormy petrel as I am.”  (9)
The storm-petrel is a small, migratory, pelagic seabird 
(it only comes on shore to nest).

“When I draw your attention to the strong t’s of ‘at’ and 
‘to’ and ask you to compare them with the weak ones 
of ‘quarter’ and ‘twelve,’ you will instantly recognise 
the fact.”[…]  “You may not be aware that the deduc-
tion of a man's age from his writing is one which  has 
been brought to considerable accuracy by experts.” […] 
“They belong to men who are blood-relatives.  It may be 
most obvious to you in the Greek e's….”  (10)
The science of handwriting analysis was in its in-
fancy in Conan Doyle’s time, and was being explored 
much more in France and the United States than in 
England.  The art of recognizing the handwriting of 
someone who attempted to disguise it does have a 
basis in science, and is often used in criminal cases 
today, but reading personality traits from handwriting 
is a pseudo-science akin to phrenology.  Holmes draws 
conclusions from handwriting in many of the stories.

“Of course, we do not yet know what the relations may 
have been between Alec Cunningham, William Kirwan, 
and Annie Morrison.”  (12)
Bringing in Annie Morrison at the end of the story 
and then not resolving who she is or what part she 
played in the mystery is a puzzling move on Conan 
Doyle’s part. Without Annie Morrison, all the loose 
ends are neatly tied up.  With her, it seems that Hol-
mes might have more work to do before the mystery is 
truly solved.

noteS And illuStrAtionS

Seaton Delaval Hall in Northumberland, England, built 
in 1718-29 by Sir John Vanbrugh, is an example of the 
English Baroque style.  Engraving from Colen Campbell, 
Vitruvius Britannicus, vol. 3, 1725
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