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A Sherlock Holmes Adventure: “The second stain”

Dear Readers and Friends,
Discovering Sherlock Holmes, and its predecessor, Discovering Dickens, were conceived by Stanford
Continuing Studies; from its beginning, this Community 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 financial support. Many, many thanks to all of them.

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,

Linda Paulson, Associate Dean and Director,
Master of Liberal Arts Program
Director, Discovering Sherlock Holmes

on the Stanford University Campus.
More details soon!

We are mailing copies first-class to insure that they arrive at your home by Friday every week.
If your copy does not arrive within a reasonable time,
please contact us at sherlockholmes@stanford.edu or at 650 724-9588.

The doctor and
the magician:
Part 2: The End of a Friendship

A
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frustration and Conan Doyle’s satisfaction. After
t first, Conan Doyle and Houdini discussed spiritualism respectfully, each man Houdini’s death in 1926, Margery was discredited
for faking a manifestation of wax fingerprints.
claiming to keep an open mind. Soon,
Conan Doyle and Houdini’s friendship deteHoudini’s obsession with debunking
riorated until they no longer spoke directly, but
mediums began to irritate Conan Doyle. “If there
are mediums who are not fraudulent, I have yet to see exchanged insults and threats through newspaper
interviews. After Houdini’s death, Conan Doyle
them,” Houdini wrote in an October 1922 article for
convinced himself that Houdini had actually been a
Popular Radio.
powerful medium who had achieved his miraculous
In 1925, Mina Crandon, a medium known as
escapes by supernatural means with“Margery,” applied for the $2,500
out knowing it. “With all his brilScientific American prize offered to
liancy and child-like faith,” Houdini
anyone who could demonstrate ausaid of Conan Doyle, “it is almost
thentic communication with the spirit
incredible that he has been so thorworld under rigorous test conditions.
oughly convinced, and nothing can
As a member of the magazine’s expert
shake his faith.”
committee, Houdini was determined
For further reading:
to expose Margery as a fraud. On the
Massimo Polidoro, Final Séother side, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
ance: The Strange Friendship between
threw his unconditional support beHoudini and Conan Doyle (Amherst,
hind her.
NY: Prometheus, 2001).
Because séances were conducted
Arthur Conan Doyle, The History
in darkness, it was hard to catch a
Harry Houdini inside the
skilled magician at her tricks. To
“Margery Box” with which he of Spiritualism, Classic Literature
limit Margery’s movements during
hoped to discredit the famous Library (http://www.classicliterature.co.uk/scottish-authors/
the test, Houdini constructed a box
medium. Photo from the
for her to sit in, but the results were
McManus-Young Collection, arthur-conan-doyle/the-history-ofspiritualism-vol-i/).
inconclusive, much to Houdini’s
Library of Congress
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Notes and ILLUstrations
…but since he has definitely retired from London and
betaken himself to study and bee-farming on the Sussex
Downs, notoriety has become hateful to him, and he
has peremptorily requested that his wishes in this matter should be strictly observed…. (1)

what he meant to imply about the diplomatic situation
in Europe. Eventually, the network of alliances among
European countries drew Germany into World War
I on the side of the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman
Empires, against England, France, and Russia.

Conan Doyle did not quite dare kill Holmes again,
after the dramatic public reaction to “The Final
Problem,” but he made a tentative move towards ending the stories by retiring the detective.
The Sussex Downs are a series of chalk hills that
end in cliffs when they meet the sea. The North and
South Downs are separated by a lower, wooded area
called the “Weald.” We learn later that Holmes has
retired to the South Downs, and that his home lies in
East Sussex, near the sea.

“Is that Eduardo Lucas of Godolphin Street?” (6)

“…to my house in Whitehall Terrace, and kept it in
my bedroom in a locked despatch-box.” (3)
There is a “Whitehall Place,” just off Whitehall, seat
of government offices, and a Carton Terrace nearby,
but no Whitehall Terrace. Conan Doyle gives us the
impression that Trelawney Hope is so dedicated to
his work that he is never far—metaphorically or actually—from his office in Whitehall.
A “despatch box,” or “dispatch box,” was a small,
lockable wooden box for carrying diplomatic correspondence or other papers.
The Premier nodded approvingly. “I have long known,
sir, how high is your sense of public duty,” said he. “I
am convinced that in the case of a secret of this importance it would rise superior to the most intimate domestic ties.” (3)
This dedication to duty is both Trelawney Hope’s
gift and his blind spot.
“…some recent Colonial developments of this country….” (4)
In the 19th century, the British Empire was at its
peak, with colonies and close former possessions in
every continent but Antarctica.
Some commentators speculate that the “foreign
potentate” who wrote the letter might have been
meant to evoke the hot-headed Kaiser Wilhelm II,
who ruled Germany and Prussia from 1888 to 1918.
His imprudent foreign policy had provoked British
public opinion to anger more than once in the last
years of the 19th century, and would continue to do
so in the first decade of the 20th century.
“There is a double league which makes a fair balance of
military power. Great Britain holds the scales. If Britain were driven into war with one confederacy, it would
assure the supremacy of the other confederacy, whether
they joined in the war or not.” (4-5)
Conan Doyle is being quite vague here, but most
contemporary readers would have had some idea of

There is no Godolphin Street in Westminster.
“…one of the old-fashioned and secluded rows of eighteenth-century houses which lie between the river and
the Abbey, almost in the shadow of the great Tower of
the Houses of Parliament.” (6)
Parliament is located on the Thames River, just south of
Westminster Bridge. The ancient coronation place of
English Kings, Westminster Abbey is located just west
of Parliament. Since Parliament lies between the abbey
and the river, it is not clear where Godolphin Street is
supposed to lie, but it must be close to Whitehall.
“…at Hammersmith.” (6)
A borough in the West End of London.
“…with our friends of the regular establishment.” (8)
Holmes means the police.
“…occupying a small villa in the Rue Austerlitz….”
(10)
The “rue d’Austerlitz” is located on the right bank of
the Seine, near the heart of Paris.
“…who is of Creole origin, is of an extremely excitable
nature, and has suffered in the past from attacks of jealousy which have amounted to frenzy.” (10)
“Creole” is a term with a difficult history, and contradictory (and sometimes racist) meanings. Conan
Doyle probably meant a person of French descent,
perhaps of mixed race, who was born in New Orleans.
In racist 19th-century England, people of color were
considered to be more prone to emotional extremes
than whites.
This carpet was a small square drugget in the centre of
the room, surrounded by a broad expanse of beautiful,
old-fashioned wood-flooring in square blocks highly polished. (10)
A “drugget” is a coarse throw-rug, in contrast to the
beautiful flooring beneath.
“…or you would find yourself in Queer Street….” (12)
The 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue, by Captain
Grose, et al., defines “queer street” as: “Wrong. Improper. Contrary to one's wish.” In other words, the
constable would be in deep, deep trouble.
In Conan Doyle’s time, “queer” had already become
a term for homosexuality, but continued to be used in
the old-fashioned way as well.
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