
Baker Street Elementary
Presents

“The Life and Times in Victorian London”



Baker Street Elementary
The Life and Times in Victorian London

# 078 –- “The Intercontinental Reach of the Law” -– February, 2022



Copyright 2022, Sherw
ood-Fabre,  Fay, M

ason, M
ason

Welcome to topic # 078…  Today, Master 
Gregson and I will look at The Pinkerton 

Agency during the Victorian Period.



In two of Holmes’ cases, he will meet Pinkerton 
agents: Edwards in The Valley of Fear and 

Leverton, who trailed Giuseppe Gorgiano from 
America in “The Adventure of the Red Circle.”



By 1888, during the first encounter, the 
reputation of the Pinkerton Agency had been 
firmly established for almost 50 years and 

had already lost its founder, Allan Pinkerton.



The Edwards character is said to have been based 
on James McParland, who had garnered fame in 
the 1870s for infiltrating and testifying against 

the Molly Maguires, a secret Irish mining society. 



Leverton’s fame also 
preceded him as “the hero of 

the Long Island cave 
mystery.”



Allan Pinkerton was born in Glasgow, 
Scotland in 1819 and worked as a 

barrel maker there until immigrating 
to the US in 1842.



He settled outside of Chicago and 
continued his trade. In 1847, he fell 

into his new profession when he was out 
collecting materials for his barrels.



A particular island not far from where he lived 
had a plentiful supply of poles, and while 

gathering them one summer day, he came across 
evidence of someone else using the island.



He informed the sheriff, and the 
officer investigated, capturing a 
large gang of counterfeiters.



Later, local shopkeepers asked 
Pinkerton to help capture yet 

another counterfeiter.



Based on these efforts, he was 
appointed as Chicago’s first — and, at 
the beginning, only — police detective.



Shortly, he had five detectives 
working under him, and his 

reputation continued to grow.



Beyond his detective work, he was also 
an abolitionist. He had been involved in 
radical politics in Scotland, which was 

why he was forced to emigrate.



His shop served as a station along 
the underground railroad, and he 

raised funds to help transport eleven 
slaves freed by John Brown.



In 1850 he left public services to form 
his own agency. Pinkerton’s National 

Detective Agency advertised “We Never 
Sleep” with an unblinking eye as its logo.



This image lies behind the term 
“private eye.” The company 

included Allan’s brother Robert, 
who was a railroad contractor.



The organization specialized in the 
capture of counterfeiters and train 
robbers, but also provided private 

military contractors and security guards.



By 1853, Pinkerton 
Agencies existed in all 
the major Union cities.



The company hired the first 
female detective (Kate Warne) in 
1856, and during an investigation 

of a railway case…



…uncovered a plot to 
assassinate President-elect 
Abraham Lincoln in 1861.



Warned of the threat, Lincoln 
changed his itinerary and, under 
a disguise, passed through the 

area at night unharmed.



When the Civil War broke out, Lincoln 
brought Pinkerton to Washington to 

head the first national police force — a 
secret service division of the army.



Pinkerton agents provided 
information regarding the 

Confederacy’s military plans.



Such feats were dramatized 
by William Gillette, famous 

for his portrayal of 
Sherlock Holmes…



…in a play he wrote and starred in as a 
Union spy sent south as Captain Thorne to 
send false information to the Confederate 

army, allowing Union troops…



…to break through their lines. 
Secret Service debuted in 1896, 
and Gillette reprised his role as 

Captain Thorne almost 1,800 times.



When General McClellan was replaced 
by General Grant, Pinkerton returned 

to Chicago, where he focused 
primarily on bank robbers.



The agency introduced a 
number of innovations, 
including photographing 
criminals after arrest…



…and incorporating 
newspaper stories about 
them and their crimes in 

their files.



As a result, by the 1870s, they had the 
country’s largest criminal database and were 
often consulted by local law enforcement for 

descriptions of possible suspects.



Unfortunately, most of these 
were destroyed during the 
1871 Chicago Fire — along 

with their offices.



The agents themselves, 
however, were hired to serve 
as guards and prevent looting 

in the fire’s aftermath.



Following the death of Allan Pinkerton in 1884, 
his sons took control of the company, and 

businesses hired the agency to infiltrate unions 
to prevent strikes and factory shutdowns.



Such “union busting” efforts led to a decline in the 
agency’s reputation, which sank even lower when 
eleven people, including three Pinkerton agents, 

were killed during the Homestead Strike of 1892.



Despite several highly 
publicized incidents (such as 
firebombing Jesse James’ 

mother’s home)…



…the agency endured 
and has grown to a 

$1.5 billion 
organization.



Its Website boasts of operations in 100 
countries and offers such services as 

security management, corporate 
investigations, and intelligence protection.



At the time of Holmes’ adventures 
with these agents, the Pinkertons’ 
reputation still netted Sherlock’s 

respect, and had they been…



…given a chance to review Holmes’ 
own scrapbook collection of criminal 
activity, each would have found a 

kindred spirit in the other.



… yes, but we’ll be 
back with another 

topic soon…

So we have completed 
topic # 078 in our 

series… 
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