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	Summaries of Sherlock Holmes Mysteries of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
 
By Daniel Zimmermann
 

The Adventure of the Speckled Band
Sherlock Holmes roused Dr. Watson early in the morning. A lady named Helen Stoner had come to the famous detective in a state of desperate fright. The two men went down to the sitting room to talk with her.
Helen's parents had died, and she was living at Stoke Moran with Grimesley Roylott, her stepfather. Grimesley belonged to a family that had once been well-to-do, but the family fortunes had fallen. Grimesley was an irascible man, and his anger sometimes got him into trouble. He had been a successful doctor in India, but he served a prison sentence after beating a butler to death. When he was released, he returned to England. He had a pet cheetah and a pet baboon.
Her twin sister Julia had died two years before under mysterious circumstances. On the night on which she died, she had left her bedroom because her stepfather was smoking an Indian cigar in his bedroom, which was right next to hers. She went to the bedroom of Helen and conversed with her for a considerable length of time. Julia had recently become engaged, so she had plenty to talk about.
She returned to her room at 11:00 P.M. Just before leaving, she asked Helen if she had ever heard a low whistle at night. For several nights, a whistling sound had awakened her. Helen had not heard it, but she was a heavier sleeper than Julia. There were gypsies on the premises, so the two sisters concluded that one of them had whistled.
After Julia left her sister's room, she entered her own bedroom and locked her door. After a while, Julia screamed. Helen went out into the corridor. As she emerged from her room, she thought that she heard a low whistle and then the sound of clanging metal.
Her sister also came out of the corridor. She was suffering severe pain. Before she died, she screamed: "It was the band! The speckled band!"
The authorities investigated the case carefully, but they could find no evidence of violence or poison. In addition, no one could have entered the room. Julia had locked the door from the inside. There was a window facing the outside, but the shutters were barred when Julia died. It was Helen's opinion that Julia had died of fright.
Helen had become engaged about a month before she came to seek the help of Sherlock Holmes. Now she had to sleep in the same room in which her sister had died, since her stepfather had decided to make some repairs in her own bedroom. During the previous night, she had heard the same low whistle that her sister had heard before her death. She immediately got dressed and slipped away to see Sherlock as soon as daylight appeared.
Sherlock wanted to conduct an investigation at Stoke Moran. Since the stepfather of Helen would probably be in town all day, he decided to go to the residence that afternoon.
After Helen had left, Grimesley rushed into the room. He wanted to know why his stepdaughter had paid him a visit. When Sherlock did not tell him, Grimesley threatened him and left.
As Sherlock had learned during his discussion with Helen, her mother had bequeathed all her money to Helen's stepfather, but the will specified that Helen would receive some money as soon as her wedding took place. Sherlock spent the morning finding out the details of the will. He learned that each sister was to receive 250 pounds when she got married. Since the marriage of the two sisters would cost him 500 pounds, Grimesley had a motive for murdering his stepdaughters when they got engaged.
In the afternoon, Sherlock and Dr. Watson went to Stoke Moran. He told Helen about Grimesley's visit.
While still outside, Sherlock noted that the part of the house in which Helen's room was situated did not really need any repairs. Helen thought that the repairs were probably an excuse to induce her to move into her sister's old bedroom. Sherlock also checked the window and found that it was impossible to enter that way when the shutters were barred.
Sherlock noticed that Julia's bedroom had a ventilator in the wall between her room and the room of her stepfather. He also noticed a rope that led from the ventilator to the pillow of the bed. Both the ventilator and the rope had been installed shortly before the death of Julia. Moreover, the bed was fastened to the floor, so that it could not be moved.
Sherlock noticed that the ventilator was useless. To ventilate effectively, it would have to let in air from outside the building. He also noticed that the rope was useless. It was supposed to be a bell rope, but there was no bell attached to it. Sherlock suspected that the real reason for the rope and the ventilator was to allow something deadly to crawl from the ventilator to the bed and kill whoever was sleeping there. He immediately thought of a poisonous snake. Since Grimesley had a cheetah and a baboon, he might have a snake also. Moreover, since he was a doctor in India, he would know which poisons could not be detected by current chemical tests. Sherlock concluded that Grimesley must have a snake with an undetectable poison.
When Sherlock entered the stepfather's room, Sherlock noticed a saucer of milk. The family had no cat except the cheetah. A little saucer of milk would not be enough to feed a cheetah, but it would be enough for a snake. Sherlock also noticed a safe and a dog-whip with an unusual loop tied in it. He suspected that Grimesley might be keeping the snake in the safe and using the dog-whip to handle the snake.
Sherlock also examined the seat of the chair and noted that someone was accustomed to stand upon it. Grimesley would have to stand on something before he could insert the snake into the ventilator.
Sherlock did not explain his conclusions at this time, but he warned Helen that she was in grave danger. He instructed her to lock herself in Julia's bedroom as soon as her stepfather came home. As an excuse, she could say that she had a headache. As soon as her stepfather went to bed, she should signal Sherlock and Dr. Watson by opening the shutter and putting her lamp in the window. Then she should quietly leave Julia's bedroom and spend the night in her own room. Sherlock and Dr. Watson would then slip through the window into Julia's bedroom and spend the night there.
Sherlock and Dr. Watson took a room at the Crown Inn, from where they could see the window of Julia's room. Sherlock told Dr. Watson that he knew in advance that there would be a ventilator between the two rooms. Otherwise, Julia would not have smelled cigar smoke during the night in which she died.
When the signal was given, they stole silently into the bedroom of Julia. They had to sit in the dark, since a light would have been seen through the ventilator.
Sherlock and Dr. Watson had to sit in the dark room for a long time. Suddenly they heard a hissing sound. Sherlock, who was sitting on the side of the bed, got up, lit a match, and started lashing at something with his cane. At the same time, they heard a low whistle. After a little while, they heard a horrible cry in the adjacent room.
By the time Sherlock and Dr. Watson entered the adjacent room, Grimesley was dead. A speckled snake was coiled about his head. It was a deadly swamp adder. Irritated by Sherlock's attack, it had bitten its master after it retreated through the ventilator.
Sherlock used the dog-whip to return it to the safe.
They took Helen to her aunt. The stepdaughter did not want to expose the crime of her stepfather to the public, so Sherlock did not tell the police what had happened. The coroner's jury concluded that Grimesley had died while playing with a dangerous pet.
Sherlock later explained to Dr. Watson that Julia's use of the word "band" originally made him suspect that the gypsies had been responsible for her death. However, he abandoned that conclusion after he had ascertained that her death could not have come through the window or through the door. He then explained to Dr. Watson how he had arrived at the correct conclusion. He also explained how the low whistle fit into the picture. Grimesley had trained the snake to come when he whistled, probably by rewarding it with milk when it obeyed the summons. If the snake did not bite the victim before the approach of dawn, he would call it back by a whistle and try again the following night. The metallic sound that Helen had heard on the night of Julia's death was made when Grimesley put the snake back into the safe and banged the door shut.
I was surprised to read that cheetahs and baboons were supposed to be Indian creatures. I had never run across any reference to either of these animals living in India.
I do not have the type of material that can definitively solve this problem. However, I found that a type of cheetah used to live in India, and I am confident that it was there when Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wrote this story, since the decline of cheetah populations is a twentieth century phenomenon.
As far as baboons are concerned, I checked out every species of baboon that I could find, and none of them currently live in India. I could not find any evidence as to whether baboons lived in India in the past.
I decided to check whether there were swamp adders in India. After checking the Internet, I doubt it. However, I am not acquainted with this snake. So I would have to inspect some dependable materials before I could judge the accuracy of the conflicting statements that appear on the Internet.
Reference:
Gutenberg: The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes
http://www.gutenberg.org/catalog/world/readfile?pageno=105&fk_files=2404563

The Red-Headed League
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wrote this mystery toward the close of the nineteenth century. The scene of action is London, England.
Mr. Jabez Wilson had a puzzling experience and decided to consult Sherlock Holmes, an ingenious detective who specialized in solving nearly inexplicable mysteries. As they were talking, Dr. Watson happened to arrive on the scene.
The problem of Jabez Wilson originated in a newspaper advertisement which stated that because of a bequest by Ezekiah Hopkins, there was another opening in the Red-Headed League. All redheaded men were welcome to apply, provided that they were sound in body and mind and above the age of twenty-one years. The salary was four pounds a week for purely nominal services.
Mr. Homes asked Mr. Wilson to tell them something about himself and to explain how this announcement affected him personally.
Mr. Wilson explained that he lived in Coburg Square.and conducted a pawnbroker's business in his home. He was a widower who had no family. He used to have two assistants; but because business was poor, he had only one at present. He was fortunate enough to find someone who worked for considerably less than the standard pay. His name was Vincent Spaulding. He was a good worker with only one annoying habit. He liked to take pictures and retire to the basement to have them developed. The only other person who was ever in the house was a fourteen-year-old girl who did some simple cooking and kept the place clean.
One day, Vincent called his attention to the advertisement and encouraged him to apply. Vincent himself did not have red hair, but Mr. Wilson did. At the appointed hour, Mr. Wilson, accompanied by his assistant, went to the office of the league. When Mr. Wilson saw a huge crowd of redheaded men that were applying for the position, he was inclined to give up; but Vincent encouraged him and maneuvered through the crowd to the office.
They were received by a man with flaming red hair who identified himself as Duncan Ross. Duncan had found fault with all previous applicants, but he was pleased with the red hair of Mr. Wilson. After yanking at the hair to make sure that it was not a wig, he announced that the position was filled, and all the other candidates returned home.
The work was easy. From 10:00 A.M. to 2:00 P.M., he had to copy the Encyclopaedia Britannica, starting with the letter A. During these hours, he was not to leave the office, even if he was sick. If he left for any reason, he would forfeit his position.
For eight weeks, Mr. Wilson copied the Encyclopaedia Britannica during the prescribed hours. Each Saturday, he received four pounds for his labors. However, it suddenly came to an end. One day, when he came to the office to work, the office was closed, and a sign on the door announced that the Red-Headed League was dissolved.
Mr. Wilson tried to find out what had happened. He asked other occupants of the building in which the office was located, but none of them had heard anything about the Red-Headed League. The landlord told Mr. Wilson that a redheaded man named William Morris had been temporarily occupying the supposed office of the Red-Headed League. The landlord gave Mr. Wilson the address of the new office of William Morris. However, when Mr. Wilson visited this address, he found no trace of either Duncan Ross or William Morris.
Sherlock Holmes suspected that something serious was afoot and asked Mr. Wilson a few questions about his assistant. In response, Mr. Wilson explained that Vincent had become his assistant a month before he started copying the encyclopedia. Mr. Wilson had advertised for an assistant. There were several applicants, and Vincent got the job because of his willingness to work for lower wages.
When prompted by Mr. Holmes, Mr. Wilson described the personal appearance of his assistant in some detail. In particular, he mentioned that Vincent had a white splash of acid on his forehead.
Mr. Holmes then became excited and asked if he noticed whether Vincent's ears had been pierced for earrings. Mr. Wilson gave an affirmative reply.
It was Saturday when this discussion took place. Before Mr. Wilson left, Sherlock Holmes told him that he thought that he could explain the mystery by Monday.
After his guest had left, Sherlock Holmes sat down and smoked his pipe. He asked Dr. Watson not to disturb him for a while. He often smoked when he was engaging in concentrated thought.
After thinking the matter over, he went with Watson to Saxe-Coburg Square. He examined the neighborhood carefully; then he went to the house of Mr. Wilson. After striking the ground three times with his stick, he knocked at the door. When the assistant answered, Sherlock asked him how to get to the Strand. After receiving the answer, he left. As they were walking away, Sherlock explained to Watson that he had made this brief visit so that he could look at the knees of Vincent's trousers.
The detective then wanted to see what lay behind Saxe-Coburg Square. He noticed a great contrast. While Saxe-Coburg square was a dingy row of houses, behind it was one of the main arteries which conveyed the traffic of the City, with a number of commercial buildings lining the street. Sherlock paid particular attention to the order of the buildings.
After finishing their investigation, Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson had something to eat and attended a concert in which Sarasate played some German music. The two men then parted. Dr. Watson went home, while Sherlock attended to some important business connected with the investigation that they were conducting. Before they went their separate ways, Sherlock Holmes asked Dr. Watson to meet him at his house at 10:00 P.M. He asked Dr. Watson to bring his army revolver.
Sherlock had come to the conclusion that a clever criminal named John Clay was planning to rob a bank that was situated behind the house of Mr. Wilson. He informed Mr. Merryweather, the bank director, and enlisted the help of Peter Jones of Scotland Yard. When Dr. Watson came to Baker Street at the appointed time, these two men were already present. The four of them then went to the bank and sat in its dark cellar and waited.
Eventually John Clay, alias Vincent Spaulding, made a hole in the floor from an excavation below and emerged into view. He was followed by his redheaded accomplice, who had called himself Duncan Ross and William Morris. They caught John Clay, but his accomplice managed to return to the tunnel that had been excavated. He could not escape, however, because Peter Jones had stationed an inspector and two officers at the front door of Mr. Wilson's house.
When they were alone, Sherlock Holmes explained to Dr. Watson the deductions that enabled him to solve the mystery. It was obvious to him that the Red-Headed League was simply a ploy to get Mr. Wilson out of the house for four hours a day. He considered it significant that the assistant made frequent trips to the cellar, supposedly to develop photographs. From the description offered by Mr. Wilson, he realized that his assistant was none other than the notorious criminal John Clay. He concluded that Mr. Clay was spending several weeks doing something in that basement. It was obvious that he was digging a tunnel to some other building.
When they reached Coburg Square, he pounded with his stick in front of Mr. Wilson's house to see if the cellar extended to the front or to the back. He found that it did not extend to the front, so it had to extend to the back. When Sherlock knocked at the door of Mr. Wilson's house and the assistant answered, Sherlock noticed that the knees of his pants showed evidence that the assistant had been digging a tunnel. When he and Watson investigated the district that lay behind Coburg Square, he noticed the bank and came to the conclusion that it was the destination of John Clay's tunnel.
He deduced the time of the attempted robbery from the following circumstances. Since the Red-Headed League had dissolved, the tunnel must be finished. Otherwise, they would still have to get Mr. Wilson out of the house periodically. Moreover, they would undoubtedly do it as soon as possible, since there was always a danger that the tunnel might be discovered. Finally, a likely time was Saturday night after Mr. Wilson had gone to bed. Saturday night was an ideal time because the theft would not be noticed till Monday when the bank opened again. So they would have ample time to get away.
Reference:
Gutenberg: The Red-headed League
http://www.gutenberg.org/catalog/world/readfile?fk_files=2404563&pageno=23
 

The Boscombe Valley Mystery
As the title implies, the scene of this mystery is Boscombe Valley in Herefordshire, a former English county which was situated between the Malvern Hills and the Welsh border. In the course of the story, Sherlock Holmes describes the Boscombe Valley as a rural area not far from Ross, a town situated on the Wye River in southern Herefordshire.
A man named Charles McCarthy had been murdered. Sherlock Homes had been asked to look into the matter, and he and Dr. Watson were traveling by train from London to Ross. As they traveled, Sherlock explained to Dr. Watson what he had learned so far.
Charles McCarthy and another gentleman named John Turner had been living in Australia. They apparently knew each other while living in this British colony, and they settled down as close to one another as possible when they came to England. John Turner was apparently the richer of the two. Charles McCarthy became a tenant on the Hatherley farm, which was one of the farms owned by John Turner. Mr. McCarthy had an eighteen-year-old son named James, and Mr. Turner had an eighteen-year-old daughter named Alice. While Mr. Turner had a considerable number of servants, Mr. McCarthy had only two. Neither of them had a living wife.
On the previous Monday, Mr. McCarthy walked from his farm to the Boscombe pool, where he had an appointment with someone. His son followed him with a gun, according to a witness. Another witness, a fourteen-year-old girl, saw father and son arguing by Boscombe pool, but she quickly returned home and did not see the conclusion of the argument. She was Patience Moran, the daughter of the lodge-keeper at the Boscombe Valley estate.
Shortly after she had returned home, James McCarthy came to the lodge-keeper's house. He said that his father was dead and asked the lodge-keeper for help. His right hand and sleeve were stained with fresh blood.
Charles McCarthy had been struck repeatedly with a blunt instrument. His son was arrested. On Tuesday, the inquest returned the verdict of "willful murder" and referred the case to the next Assizes. (Assizes were judicial proceedings that formerly took place in English counties. Itinerant judges presided over them.)
The daughter of John Turner believed in his innocence and asked Lestrade of Scotland Yard to look into the matter. In turn, Lestrade referred the case to Sherlock Holmes.
Sherlock showed Dr. Watson a newspaper that reproduced the story that James McCarthy told at the inquest. He had spent three days in Bristol and had just returned home. His father was not at home when he arrived. His father eventually arrived at the farm but immediately walked away without entering the house. His son did not notice the direction in which he was walking.
James then took his gun and headed toward Boscombe pool. He wanted to hunt rabbits in a rabbit warren at the other side of the pool. James claimed that he did not know that his father was in front of him.
Suddenly, he heard his father shout "Cooee," which had always been a signal that father and son used to call each other. He ran in the direction of the call and found him by Boscombe pool.
His father was surprised to see him and asked what he was doing there. An argument ensued. Since his father had a violent temper, he was afraid that a fight would ensue, so he started to walk back home. After walking a short distance, he heard his father cry out and returned to the pool. His father lay dying. As James took him in his arms, his father said something about a rat. James thought he was delirious.
When the coroner asked if James had noticed anything suspicious, he said that he thought there was a gray garment lying on the ground as he approached his father. However, when he later looked to see what it was, there was nothing there.
When the coroner asked James to explain why he and his father were arguing, he said that he could not talk about it. He said that it had nothing to do with the tragedy that followed.
In his report, the coroner severely criticized James for refusing to answer this question. He also saw a discrepancy in the story James told. Even though Mr. McCarthy thought that his son was still in Bristol, James said that his father shouted "Cooee" to him when he had no way of knowing that his son was nearby.
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