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****

I would be remiss if I were to fail
to publish an account of a certain affair which illustrates to a
remarkable degree the courage and wide ranging knowledge of
disparate subjects that Sherlock Holmes so often
displayed.

My good friend and myself were
staying at the Clarence Hotel in Portsmouth while engaged in the
resolution of certain affairs of some considerable importance in
the county of Hampshire. We had thwarted a conspiracy intended to
sabotage the morale of the Royal Navy and to cause harm to Her
Majesty Queen Victoria, and he had resolved a situation of some
concern to the mayor of the city. These matters have already been
recounted in my reports of the remarkable insights Sherlock Holmes
so often brought to bear in his investigations of seemingly
unsolvable cases of criminal activity.

I had expected to set out for London
that day, since our business in the area seemed to have been
satisfactorily concluded, but was not altogether surprised when our
intended departure was delayed. When we met at breakfast, Holmes
was thoughtful, with that slight frown, accompanied by a certain
relaxation around the mouth, too slight to be called a smile, yet
discernible to the observing eye, which told of his awakened
interest in some challenge to the power of logic to resolve mystery
and confound the miscreants. A warning, did they know it, to those
who might otherwise continue to conduct their affairs without fear
of the law of the land and its agents.

“Watson, I should like to go down
to Southampton this morning. I want to call on John Etherington, a
Justice of the Peace with whom I have some slight acquaintance. I
believe he is concerned with the degree to which Her Majesty’s
Revenue Department is confounded in their attempts to control the
smuggling problem. This editorial article quotes his statements on
the subject. If this proves an interesting challenge, I should like
to render some assistance in the matter. One thought I have had is
concerning that villain Ravendra. It occurs to me that just this
sort of lucrative flouting of the authority of Her Majesty’s
Government would appeal to a person of his convictions, abilities,
and malicious intent. From what I gather, of late the formerly
casual fraternity of smugglers has acted in concert, as if by the
intervention of some guiding and co-ordinating
intelligence.”

“My goodness, Holmes, do you think
it possible that dastardly Lascar can have seized control of the
actions of free Englishmen, and is directing them in flouting the
law? With such a dire possibility in prospect, I can only say, by
all means, Holmes. I am not averse to an extended stay in
Hampshire, in any event. I must telegraph my wife, however, and
express my regrets at being further detained here. This will mean I
must miss both the planned dinner this evening at her mother’s
house, as well as the day of convivial leisure in company of her
family we had planned for the morrow. My brother-in-law, Frederick,
will be most disconcerted, I fear, as he intends to solicit my
support for his latest commercial enterprise.”

I rose from the table, and said, “I
shall go and find one of the stablemen and instruct him in the care
and feeding of the steam boiler on the horseless carriage, and go
down to the Post Office to send that telegram while pressure builds
up. That should take somewhere between forty-five minutes and an
hour, in all likelihood.”

Holmes answered, “I will await you
in the stableyard, in somewhat less than an hour from
now.”

The day was bright, with a brisk
breeze off the water, that blew with the particular edge of a
February morning when ice and snow still lay in heaps about the
streets, and the few daffodils in sheltered spots seemed uncertain
of their timing in this year’s belated spring.

The Post Office was several hundred
yards from the hotel, and I was returning in good time, and with my
step lightened by the thought of Frederick’s reaction on hearing
news of my delayed return to London, when I felt something both wet
and dismayingly warm land on the back of my collar and neck. I
stopped and carefully wiped with my handkerchief. As I thought, a
contribution from a pigeon in the tree above. There were several
flocks flying over the city, and individuals foraged for crumbs at
strategic locations amongst the feet of pedestrians in the streets.
Apparently they were not fearful of the murderous hunger of the
indigent poor of the municipality, and merely turned aside when any
walked towards them.

Back at the Clarence Hotel, my good
friend waited in the stableyard. He paced slowly from one side to
the other, pipe firmly between his teeth, as two of the men loaded
coal into the holding bin of the horseless carriage. His gaze
directed my attention to a ginger cat, no doubt kept at the stables
to control the ubiquitous rodents, which was currently engaged in
careful pursuit of a pink legged pigeon. The bird was oblivious to
the danger, and pecked busily at some grains of horse-feed fallen
on the cobblestones.

I was not usually inclined to stand
idly by while the blood of an innocent was at hazard, but the state
of my collar inclined me to an unusually cold, even malicious,
mood. Both Holmes and I watched with cool detachment, therefore, as
the hunt proceeded to the climax of a pounce, followed by futile
fluttering and a muffled but triumphant growl.

I was surprised, therefore, when
Holmes swooped on the cat and wrested the trophy from its
jaws.

“Observe this red metal ring on
the leg, Watson. We have a carrier pigeon here, with a message.” He
showed me a tiny roll of paper as he dropped the bird once
again.



He unrolled it, and showed me the
message.

“I see what must be some sort of
code, Holmes.”

The script was in a neat hand,
miniscule block lettering and some numerals, as follows:
-

EVE TD TUE BRKS CH 20 LDS.
R.

Holmes made no comment, but tucked
the paper in his waistcoat pocket, with a preoccupied air. I had no
doubt he would decipher the message in good time, and forbore to
enquire further.

“Well, let us be on our way. We
can resolve the questions I have at another time. If we can
identify the owner of that pigeon we may return the message to
him.”

The carriage had an excellent head
of steam by now, so we set forth through the city. I was glad to
use the warning bell placed beside the driver’s position, as the
silent operation of the vehicle was not conducive to clearing a
path through the pedestrians who thronged in frustrating slow
motion across the roadway.

Despite such impediments to our
progress, we soon reached the outskirts of Portsmouth, and within
twenty minutes or so, were barreling along at a good clip between
pastures and orchards, which displayed scenes of bucolic
tranquility uncluttered by an excess of human activity.

From that point on, our passage was
almost unimpeded by the farm wagons and carriages that had blocked
our progress closer to the city centre.

I greatly enjoyed the sensation of
speed, as the wind of our passage raised a rooster tail of dust
behind us in the bright morning. Holmes seemed a trifle more
relaxed than on our previous journey in the conveyance, perhaps
because he had satisfactorily resolved the treasonous conspiracy we
initially set out to discover and frustrate. He kept a firm hold
with one hand on the vehicle, and the other clutched his pipe,
though no smoke issued from it.

Once within the city of Southampton
we were readily offered directions to Judge Etherington’s chambers.
He was present, as the Assizes were not in session, and was quite
happy to leave his study of some legal tome to greet us.

After an exchange of greetings and
some discourse on mutual acquaintances, and so on, Etherington
said, “I am sure this call has more substance intended than mere
sociability. Come, Mr Holmes, do you have some insight to share
about our problems with those devilish smugglers?”

Holmes answered, “I certainly hope
to help you in the matter, but we must first gather what
information is available, both from your personal account of goings
on, and from official records of successful interdictions and
failed ambuscades. Indeed, those instances when some forewarning of
your associates’ intentions seemed available to the miscreants may
prove more useful than any other records.”

After several hours of study and
conversation, the pattern was clear. When a party of Customs agents
set out to patrol suspected landing spots, whether by sea or on
land, some agent was able to forewarn the cargo carriers, so that
they adjusted their landfall to an area free of such
impediment.

Holmes said, “Once apprised of Her
Majesty’s agents’ disposition for any particular day, or more
usually, night, some signal is sent to the smugglers, who await
directions out beyond the coastal waters. This method seems most
likely to succeed when the distance to the place interdicted is
longer. Now, this could be because the increased travel time gives
more time for a warning to be sent and received, or the daytime
departures needed for a longer journey are more readily visible to
those charged with watching your bases.”

I said, “Or, possibly, daylight is
needed for transmission of the warning message. Perhaps they use
heliographs, which use sunlight, and send it as reflections across
long distances in some sort of code.”

Holmes said, “You conjecture that
daylight is needed for transmission of the message? Perhaps so.
There are several means by which a simple message may be sent.
Information conveyed is most likely to be limited, as the
destination cannot be known, merely the direction of travel and
some idea of expected travel time, as implied by the time the party
sets forth.”

He paused to charge his pipe, and
continued, “Now, the obvious method you or I would resort to,
Watson, is the Post Office telegram service, which is of course
subject to strict hours of operation, and available primarily in
daylight hours. One possibility. Secondly might be the conveyance
of a message by a man on horseback, by boat, or by rail, for a
pedestrian could not readily outpace the Customs Service patrol.
Your suggestion of a heliograph is possible, but no such signals
have been seen by any observer, and is one of the things
investigators have suspected, as Mr Etherington has
attested.”

He paused again, then resumed,
“Last, but by no means least likely, is the use of pigeons to carry
messages. There are those who enjoy the hobby of breeding and
flying racing pigeons.

This seems to me a very good method
of passing messages with little fear of interception. Many people
keep pigeons, both as simple pets or as menu supplements, roast
squab being a delicate and succulent dish, and so no notice is
taken of any tame bird flying or perched on a rooftop.”

I said, “Pigeons may fly to a fixed
place on land, but I doubt could be used to carry information to
ships at sea. Thus, a message can be sent with a pigeon to an
associate in Bournemouth, for instance, who must then send
instructions to a vessel waiting offshore as to a safe landing
spot.”

Holmes said, “That last could be by
signal fire, or lights from shuttered lanterns, atop the cliffs,
which act as guides to the chosen landing. Remember, some person
will have made a selection of the goods to be shipped, and very
likely already owns them, so that the ship has been hired, no doubt
at a very high rate, to transport the goods to an appointed section
of the coast on a given day.”

Etherington said, “What we need to
do is to interdict such landings. We need to catch the rascals in
the act, with contraband in their possession. I don’t care if they
signal by telegram or carrier pigeon. They laugh at Her Majesty’s
customs agents, and grow rich on the trade in French brandy and
wine, lace and silk, and other luxury goods. Once ashore, they have
entire networks of carters and merchants to distribute goods to all
quarters, so publicans in Winchester and Salisbury can buy their
best quality liquor at a substantial discount to legitimate
imports, and thumb their noses at the government.”

He stood from his chair, and paced
up and down the length of the room as he spoke, “This part of the
country has a long history of such dubious enterprises. There are
tunnels dug for miles between secluded beaches below the cliffs and
places inland, where goods are stored for further distribution.
Some prominent families, now landholders and respectable members of
society, made their money in this trade, and whole villages are
involved. Information does not pass readily to us, for we are
counted foreigners even ten miles from here. These blackguards
cloak themselves in self righteous rhetoric, and call themselves
Free Traders. They proclaim that Her Majesty’s Government has no
right to impose a tax on imported goods, to restrict the flow of
goods between our country and any other, or between any willing
seller and buyer.”
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