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 “The Boscombe Valley Mystery” was first published in 
The Strand Magazine in October 1891. It is part of The 
Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. 

As the table shows, except for Dakin and Zeisler most of 
our chronologists agree that this case took place in June 

1889. The disagreements originate from Holmes’ quote about “Monday last” being June 3. Within 
Canonical range, 1889 is the only year where that is true. 

If the case took place in 
1889, as the majority 
states, then Holmes was 
35 years old and Wat-
son 37. 

Main Characters: 

Charles McCarthy, 
murder victim, a tenant 
farmer from Australia. 
James McCarthy, son of 
the murdered Charles 
and the main suspect 
for his death. John 
Turner, wealthy wid-
owed landowner, for-
merly from Australia, 
McCarthy’s landlord, 
and father of Alice. Al-
ice Turner, John’s 
daughter. Inspector 
Giles Lestrade, Scotland 
Yard detective. 

Notable Quotes: 

“It makes a considera-
ble difference to me, having someone with me on whom I can thoroughly rely. Local aid is always 
either worthless or else biased.” 

“It seems, from what I gather, to be one of those simple cases which are so extremely difficult.” 

“Singularity is almost invariably a clue. The more featureless and commonplace a crime is, the more 
difficult it is to bring it home.” 

An Inquiry into: 

“The Boscombe 
Valley Mystery” 



“Circumstantial evidence is a very tricky thing. It may seem to point very straight to one thing, but if 
you shift your own point of view a little, you may find it pointing in an equally uncompromising 
manner to something entirely different.” 

“There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact.” 

“God help us! Why does fate play such tricks with poor, helpless worms? I never hear of such a case 
as this that I do not think of Baxter’s words, and say, ‘There, but for the grace of God, goes Sherlock 
Holmes.’” 

The Practice and the Understanding Wife 

Mary Watson’s attitude towards her husband’s 
penchant for neglecting his patients to go ad-
venturing with Sherlock Holmes has been the 
source of endless discussions by Canon stu-
dents. 

Some have argued that in this case, for exam-
ple, her reaction to Holmes’ invitation to Wat-
son to join him. She has what some consider 
an atypical reaction for a wife who one would 
suppose would like to see her husband succeed 
in his profession. Although Watson mumbles 
something to the effect that he hesitates to go 
because he has a heavy caseload of patients, 
she urges him to drop everything: “Oh, 
Anstruther would do your work for you. You 
have been looking a little pale lately. I think 
that the change would do you good, and you 
are always so interested in Mr. Sherlock 
Holmes’ cases.” 

Hypotheses abound regarding what might 
have prompted such a reaction on Mary’s part. 
I do not think that so many theories are neces-

sary and see but two possible explanations for this 
attitude. If we assume that theirs was a happy mar-
riage (and there appear to be no reasons to think 
otherwise), she would accept the fact (as her hus-
band did) that she had met John Watson as a result 
of his association with Holmes. Thus, she probably 
would not view the relationship with any hostility. 

Of course, there is the obvious reason that she 
brought up: maybe Watson was burning the candle 
on both ends. We know that he was a good doctor 
and what whenever he practiced his profession he would acquire a good stable of patients in a rela-
tively short time. There may also be another reason within this. 
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While Watson did not hesitate to get into harness and practice medicine, he was basically a man of 
action. There must have been times when he felt a bit trapped in his surgery. Trained as an army 
surgeon, it appears that he did little, if any actual surgery—he just faced an endless line of sore 
throats and drippy noses, complaints of rheumatism and arthritis, and the multiple other afflictions 
that humanity is heir to. Mary would have had to notice this and realized that the occasional adven-
ture with the Great Detective acted as a pick-me-up for the Good Doctor. 

Then, of course, one cannot ignore the possibility that accompanying Holmes in one of his cases 
could result in another story for The Strand. 

Back then, a doctor earned an average annual income of £1,500 (≈$560,000). Based on some of the 
fees received by the Literary Agent, Watson must have averaged a fee of some £600 (≈$230,000) per 
story. Considering the effort and time that would have been necessary to produce another story for 
The Strand, he obviously earned more as a writer than as a medical practitioner. 

All this would have killed two birds with one stone: Watson would have gotten his change of sur-
roundings and might get (as was the case here) material to produce another well-remunerated tale of 
the Great Detective’s accomplishments. 

How Stupid Is Imbecile? 

Sometimes, in those rare occasions when I am in a charitable mood, I am inclined to give our friend 
Inspector Giles Lestrade, of Scotland Yard, the benefit of the doubt. On these singular occasions, I 
wonder whether Watson did not exaggerate for effect the levels of denseness and envy exhibited by 
this worthy and some of his colleagues, to make his subject appear even more omniscient. 

From the very beginning, as we can see in STUD, Lestrade and his peers respected and relied on 
Holmes. Even back then they 
thought sufficiently highly of his 
abilities to seek his help with some 
cases. 

Does it seem likely, then, that after 
his experiences with our sleuth 
Lestrade would have been so ready 
to dismissively shrug off his deduc-
tions? Why would he have called 
him in on this and other cases, only 
to ignore his advice? Is it likely that 
after Holmes spoke to the accused, 
investigated the scene of the crime, 
and provided him with a description 
of what took place, the murder 
weapon, and a detailed description 
of the murderer Lestrade would 
have just grinned to himself think-
ing, “Oh, that rank amateur!”? Consider that although he was aware of old Turner’s infirmities, he 
did not even bother to pass the description given to him by Holmes to the locals! In such a small 
community, Turner would have been immediately recognized as someone who fit the description. 

Were that indeed have been the case, then “imbecile” would have been far too mild an appellation. 
However, in times to come, we see the inspector dropping by 221B to chat and discuss cases with 
Holmes. This surely shows that theirs had become a warmer relationship of mutual respect. 
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The Postponed Crime Scene 

For all the Sturm und Drang Holmes regularly raised over the official police’s neglect of a crime scene, 
in this instance he appears perplexingly cavalier about his examination of the site. 

While it was important for him to meet with young McCarthy, this could have been postponed in fa-
vor of an investigation of the place where old McCarthy was murdered. After all, young McCarthy 
was not going to be able to go anywhere. The excuse he offers for this postponement, that it does not 
appear it will rain, is also uncharacteristic. Surely he had to have realized that such bloody and scan-
dalous crime involving a well-known local resident would have had to attract the curiosity of many of 
the townsfolk. The result would have been a stomping of the place that would have made a buffalo 
stampede pale by comparison. There was no such thing as police crime scene tape back then. 

As it was, of course, there still remained sufficient clues to enable him to solve the murder. 

Balancing Lady Justice’s Scales 

Upon solving the case, there may have been a bit of a conflict for Holmes. On the one hand, he had 
discovered a murderer, who not only freely confessed 
his crime, but also admitted to stealing and killing 
troopers guarding gold shipments as a youth in Aus-
tralia. 

On the other hand was the fact of Turner’s condition. 
He obviously was terminally ill and it seemed unlikely 
that he would have survived long enough to stand tri-
al. Added to this was the additional burden of the grief 
and scandal that revealing him as the murderer would 

have caused to young McCarthy and 
Turner’s daughter. 

Holmes knows well the letter of the law, but 
in this instance, as he has done in a few other 
instances, he decided to rely on his interpre-
tation of the spirit of the law. Old Turner 
went through years of hell at the hands of 
McCarthy who, himself, was no saint, and 
our detective’s decision shielded the younger 
generation from the sins of the old. 

To his credit, he provided Lestrade, a repre-
sentative of official justice with all the necessary clues he would need to arrest the elder McCarthy’s 
murderer, before dispensing his own brand of justice. 

Another instance of fiat justitia! in Holmesian fashion. 
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What else happened in 1889: 

Empire 

Great Seal of the United Kingdom is affixed to the charter of the Brit-
ish South Africa Company. Company is assigned trading and other 
rights over a vast territory, with the express reservation to the Crown 
to take over at any time the works and buildings of the Company. 

◄ Transvaal claimed to be “encircled” by Rhodes’ concessions in East 
Africa. Rhodesia established. 

At Cairo, Henry Stanley ends his three-year African expedition. He is 
knighted upon his return to England. Writes In Darkest Africa. 

Colonel Woodehouse defeats Dervish horde in Sudan. General Gren-
fell, commanding British troops on the Nile attacks and defeats Der-
vish troops, with 500 killed and wounded, and as many taken prison-
er. 

The Canadian Pacific Railway is completed from coast to coast. 



Britain 

Great London Dockers’ Strike; the “Dockers’ Tanner”; growth of unskilled workers’ unions; New 
Unionism; Gasworkers’ Union formed. Strike is finally arbitrated in the workers’ favor by the popu-

lar Catholic Cardinal Henry Manning. 

Parnell vindicated as all charges are re-
vealed as false. The London Times apolo-
gizes. 

◄ Clissold Park, Stoke Newington, 
opens. 

Technical Education Act: County Coun-
cils to levy 1d for technical and manual 
education. 

Establishment of the telephone compa-
ny. 

John Bright, orator and politician, lead-
ing spirit in the Anti-Corn Law League, dies. 

Board of Agriculture becomes government department with minister. 

Metropolitan Board of Works replaced by London County Council. 

Clissold Park, Stoke Newington, opens. 

General Booth publishes Survey of London Life and Labour. 

Early used of photographs in newspaper: Illustrated London News runs Cambridge and Oxford boat 
crews competition. 

Woolwich Ferry starts. 

White Hart Inn, Borough High Street, one of the last coaching inns, demolished. 

Act to prevent cruelty to children. 

Board of Agriculture becomes government department with minister. 

World 

Japan’s Meiji constitution. Arinori Mori, minister of education assassinat-
ed by Shinto fanatic. 

Wall Street Journal begins publishing. 

Italy takes Somalia and Ethiopia. Yohannes IV (Kasa) Emperor of Ethio-
pia dies in battle. 

◄ Moulin Rouge opens in Paris. 

North and South Dakota, Montana and Washington admitted as U.S.A. 
states. 

U.S.A. Senate, in secret session, passes resolution declaring against Euro-
pean control of the Panama Canal. 

Congress of French Revolutionary Labor Party at Bordeaux. 



President Harrison, of the U.S.A., closes Bering Sea to all nations; issues proclamation prohibiting 
the killing of fur animals within Alaska without a special government permit. 

Crown Prince Archduke Rudolph of Austria-Hungary and Baroness Maria Vetsera are found dead at 
the hunting lodge of Mayerling, outside Vienna, allegedly a murder-suicide. (In 1983, former Austri-
an empress Zita claimed it was an assassination by two conspirators when Rudolf refused to take part 
in a plot to oust his father Emperor Franz Josef.)  

Treaty of Acciali: Ethiopia made Italian protectorate. 

Ivory Coast is declared a protectorate of France. 

Part of Oklahoma Indian lands open to homesteading. 

Portuguese under Pinto try to extend influence in Zambesi Val-
ley; Anglo-Portuguese dispute. 

◄ End of Portuguese Empire in Brazil; republic proclaimed and 
Dom Pedro, the emperor, exiled. 

Abdication of King Milan of Serbia; accession of Alexander. 

Uprising in the island of Crete. Turkish authorities expelled and 
public archives destroyed. Turkey calls up 80,000 reservists, but 
promises to inquire into legitimate grievances. 

Russian jurors to be nominated by government. 

King Ferdinand II of Portugal dies at age 73. 

Stanley’s expedition reaches Bagamoyo in Indian Ocean. 

Aristocratic “Land Captains” replace elected JPs in Russia. 

Father Damien, worker among lepers in Molokai, Hawaii, dies of the disease. 

Influenza reaches Europe and America from Siberia. 

General Boulanger, former French War Minister leaves country, addresses manifesto to his party 
that he left the country to avoid arrest, French Chambers authorize the Senate to try Boulanger and 
others in absentia, for high treason. The general and his staff are found guilty and condemned to life 
imprisonment. 

Jefferson Davis dies in Mississippi. 

Paris Exhibition: proof of industrial development in France. Continental monarchies abstain from all 
official representation. English and American ambassadors attend. Eiffel Tower built for the event is 
dedicated in a ceremony presided over by Gustave Eiffel, the designer, and attended by French 
Prime Minister Pierre Tirard. At 985 feet high, taller than the Great Pyramid, the Eiffel Tower be-
comes highest structure on Earth. 

Lectures at Dorpat University to be in Russian; German forbidden in schools. 

Brunner-Mond Salt Union formed; combine of 64 firms. 

Private tolls abolished on French Canals. 

New York World’s Nellie Bly (Liz Cochrane) begins world trip to beat Jules Verne’s Phileas Fogg 
(Around the World in 80 Days). Takes 72 days. 

The Pemberton Medicine Company (later the Coca-Cola Company), is incorporated in Atlanta, 
Georgia. 



Work on Panama Canal stopped; French company bankrupt, U.S.A. takes over, finishes canal. 

Johnstown flood kills more than 6,000, losses climb to $40,000,000. 

Civil war in Haiti ends. General Légitime defeated by General Hippolyte, who becomes president. 

Bismarck introduces Old Age Insurance in Germany. 

Erection of Tacoma Building in Chicago. First skyscraper, 13 storeys high. 

Mirza Ghulam Ahmad establishes the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community, a reform sect of Islam. 

Conference at Berlin guarantees an autonomous government to the Samoan Islands under the joint 
control of the United States, Great Britain, and Germany. 

Art 

Sir James Barrie’s A Window in Thrums, sketches of Scottish village life. 

Robert Browning publishes Asolando, a poem. Dies later in the year. 

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle publishes A Sign of Four. 

Jerome K. Jerome publishes stories, Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow, Three Men 
in a Boat. 

Mark Twain publishes A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. 

◄ Robert Louis Stevenson publishes Master of Ballantrae.  

William Butler Yeats publishes The Wanderings of Oisin. 

Paul Bourget publishes Le Disciple, a psychological novel. 

Gerhart J. Hauptmann publishes Vor Sonnenaufgang, German realistic play. 

Sudermann publishes Die Ehre, a German play. 

Dvorak presents Symphony No. 4 in G Major. 

Gilbert and Sullivan present The Gondoliers. 

Renoir paints Girls Picking Flowers. 

Seurat paints The Side Show. 

Van Gogh paints Man with a Pipe (self-portrait), The Olive Grove, and Starry Night. 

Cézanne paints Harlequin. 

Tchaikovsky introduces The Sleeping Princess ballet. 

Richard Strauss introduces Tod und Verklärung, tone poem. 

Science and Technology 

Hollerith’s punched-card system widely used in industry. 

First ship-to-shore wireless message is received in the U.S., at San Francisco. 

The first General Conference on Weights and Measures (CGPM) defines the length of a meter as the 
distance between two lines on a standard bar of an alloy of platinum with ten percent iridium, meas-
ured at the melting point of ice. 

Eastman’s Kodak camera comes into production, using photographic film. 

Astronomical Society of Pacific holds first meeting in San Francisco, California. 



Ferdinand von Zeppelin patents his “Navigable Balloon.” 

The first jukebox makes its debut at the Palais Royale Saloon in San Francisco, California. For a nick-
el, one can listen to a few minutes of music through a tube of an Edison tinfoil phonograph. 

In Potsdam, Germany, Ernst von Rebeur-Paschwitz makes the first known recordings of a distant 
earthquake, taken place in Tokyo, Japan, an hour earlier. 

The brassiere is invented. 

First dishwashing machine marketed in Chicago. 

Mering and Minkowski show that the pancreas prevents diabetes. 

Daniel Stover and William Hance patent bicycle with back pedal 
brake. 

◄ William Gray patents coin-operated telephone. 

First linotype machine in use. 

Thomas Edison shows his first motion picture. 

Aspirin patented in Germany by Bayer Laboratories, first intro-
duced in powder form. 

Panhard and Levassor begin using Daimler’s engines in French cars, using modern layout. 

Next week’s case: FIVE 

Respectfully submitted, 

Murray, the Courageous Orderly  

(a.k.a. Alexander E. Braun) 

“I should have fallen into the hands 
of the murderous Ghazis had it not 
been for the devotion and courage 
shown by Murray, my orderly...” 

 

If you would like to join the Hounds of the Internet, email us at CourageousMurray@aol.com. 
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