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Introduction

 


 


It has long been known to
Sherlockians that Doctor Watson only reported a small fraction of
the cases for which he had taken notes, that fraction often being
placed at some five percent.

There are known to have
been at least sixty books of Watson’s case notes, often written up
in as much detail as his later published versions, in existence in
the early years of the twentieth century. These were thought lost,
presumably forever, upon the good Doctor’s death.



Late last year, however, I
was browsing in an antiquarian bookshop in, of all places,
Manchester (not a city ever known to have been inhabited by Dr
Watson), when I found a large, leather-bound volume full of
near-indecipherable handwriting - handwriting that I recognised
instantly as belonging to Watson. I purchased it, of course, and
have requested the shopkeeper to investigate the possibility of
further volumes’ survival.

Upon further investigation,
the book appeared to contain all Watson’s notes for every case from
1889. Many of these were, of course, not published for good reason
- tales of Holmes finding lost cats, for example, hardly show the
Great Detective’s deductive skills at their best.

But other stories appeared
of far more interest, such as the one I reproduce here. It is
unusual in being one of the very rare occasions where Watson
himself is at the forefront of the case, rather than Holmes solving
it.

Scholars of Watson’s work
will note that there are some inconsistencies here with the
published accounts, notably in the matter of the date of Watson’s
first wife’s death. It is to be remembered that Watson freely
admitted that he altered dates and place-names in his accounts in
order to respect the privacy of Holmes’ clients. With luck, as more
of these fragments are deciphered and published, a better
understanding of the chronology of the Holmes-Watson partnership
will result.

I would like to thank
especially Richard Flowers, who corrected my early transcription of
some of Watson’s writing, which is known to all Holmesians to be
the typical medical man’s scrawl. Holly Matthies, Gavin Robinson,
Alex Wilcock, Simon Bucher-Jones, Lawrence Burton and Bill Ritchie
have also offered invaluable advice and assistance.

And now, dear reader, I
shall leave you in the capable hands of John H Watson,
M.D.

 


 An Unusual
Beginning

 


While I am not unhappy
with the little fame and fortune my modest literary endeavours have
brought me, I have become aware over the years that, while their
effect has been mostly positive, my reputation has not wholly been
improved by the tales of my adventures with my good friend Sherlock
Holmes.

Indeed, Holmes himself
would often remark upon this. “It seems to me, Watson,” he would
say, “that you portray yourself most unfavourably in your tales. By
exaggerating my own accomplishments, and playing up the more
romantic aspects of what are often quite sordid affairs - though
not, of course, without their intellectual challenges - you create
a quite impossibly idealised version of myself, in comparison to
whom even someone so estimable as yourself would appear
inferior.”

I accept I admire my
friend’s deductive talents unreservedly, and this admiration cannot
help show itself in my writings, but recently I have noticed a
tendency in those people who are kind enough to discuss my writings
at all to refer to me as a buffoon, or even as a Sancho Panza
figure. While I am not a vain man, I cannot deny that it causes me
some little pain to hear myself referred to in this way, and I
believe the tale I am about to relate might help redress the
balance somewhat.

While most of my adventures
have been in association with my companion, there have been times -
not many, but some - when I have ventured out from under his wing
and taken part in the solution of a minor mystery for myself. While
never rising to Holmes’ heights of deductive reasoning, I like to
think that I have acquitted myself honourably on these
occasions.

On the day the
affair started, I was sitting in a chair in our rooms in Baker
Street, perusing the advertisements on the front page of the
Times, when Holmes spoke
up.

“It’s not the
money, and you know it.”

“Holmes,
whatever do you mean? ”

“You were
thinking it a shame that the cost of running a general practice in
the City is so high that it would be prohibitively expensive for
you to go back into practice.”

“How on Earth
did you know that? ”

“My dear
Watson, you are the most open of books, and when I hear you mutter
to yourself ’but three hundred…’ while examining the advertisements
page - an advertisement page which includes a practice for sale in
Marylebone - even Lestrade could deduce that you were considering
going back into practice.”

“Now that you
mention it, that does make sense. But what makes you say it’s not
the money? ”

“Because we
both know that a competent practitioner can earn a quite
substantial amount of money, should he put his mind to the job. No,
for you, Watson, medicine was never a true calling, and so long as
you have only yourself to support, you shall not return to it. Now
should you marry again…”

“Holmes! How
could you even suggest…”

“Oh, my dear
Watson, I do apologise. I was treating it purely hypothetically,
and completely failed to see the effect such an idea would have on
you. Can you forgive me? ”

“Of course,
Holmes, but please try to bear in mind that the subject is rather a
painful one.”

“I shall. I am
afraid I have been rather distracted of late. A problem has come to
my attention, involving one of the crowned heads of Europe. It
appears I may have to leave the country for a short
while.”

“Shall I pack
my things? ”

“Not this time.
Much as I am loath to leave my Boswell behind, the personage in
question has a problem of such delicacy that even your legendary
discretion leaves him cold. However, I do have a task for you while
I am gone.”

“Yes?
”

“Yes. It is
vitally important that no-one know I have left the country. The
fate of several nations could depend on it. For this reason, I need
you to hold the fort here. Let nobody know of my absence, not even
Mrs Hudson. I have here some corrrespondence,” he handed me a small
pile of letters, “which I have written in advance. Please send out
each letter on the date marked. Should you need to contact me, you
can send a telegram to this address,” he wrote down an address in a
central European country, “which they will in turn send on to me. I
also have a selection of talking machine recordings of violin
recitals. Please play them at appropriate times.”

“And what
should I do if someone should come to us with a case? ”

“Improvise,
Watson, improvise! And now, I must make haste. I trust I can rely
on your discretion.”

“Of course you
can, Holmes, you know that! ”

“Indeed. It was
not a question. Until next month! ”

And with that, my dear
friend headed out of our lodgings, case in hand.






 An Arrival

 


For the first few days my
friend was away, life continued uneventfully. Mrs Hudson, used as
she was to Holmes’ frequent black moods, thought nothing of it when
I informed her that he was remaining in his bedroom, though she did
insist on bringing enough food for both of us up at every
meal-time. Thankfully, I learned while in Afghanistan to be able to
eat whatever was put in front of me, as when one is at war it is
difficult to know when, or if, one will eat again. So while my
stomach didn’t thank me for the excesses I put it through, Mrs
Hudson remained none the wiser.

I almost got used to the
solitude. Holmes did, indeed, often disappear for days, and while
this time I was having to hide his absence, for much of the time it
was no different to the many times when Holmes would turn in upon
himself and become a shadow of his normal self, brooding silently
alone in his bedroom. Indeed, it was somewhat preferable to those
times, because this time I knew that my friend was abroad, pursuing
a case that was taxing those exceptional powers of his to their
utmost, and would be positively sparkling with mental
activity.

I, meanwhile, had been
pursuing my own activities. I had visited that poor unfortunate man
Joseph Merrick, who had been of some help to Holmes in the case of
the purloined harmonium, and who was in the care of my colleague
Doctor Frederick Treves. While my medical skills were of little use
to that unlucky man, I believe he enjoyed the company of one who,
used as I was from my practice and my service in the Army to the
extremes of the human condition, was not offended by his
appearance. In fact we used to joke together about Treves’ appaling
memory for names, Treves consistently referring to Merrick as John
and calling me James. I ribbed Treves about it, calling him Frank,
but he was not a man with a great sense of humour, and so the
matter rested.
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