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“A UNIVERSAL PRAYER”
“What would ye think of offering up prayer” [STUD]

Sherlock Holmes was not what you'd call a religious man. Nor even spiritual, for that matter. He was 
driven by logic. Remember in "The Sussex Vampire," he said "The world is big enough for us. No 
ghosts need apply.“ We could assume that he would place the Holy Ghost into that category as well. 

However, he acknowledges that there is a higher power than any human can ascertain, and his famous 
"moss rose" soliloquy in "The Naval Treaty" is often cited as evidence of that: 

 "Our highest assurance of the goodness of Providence seems to me to rest in the flowers.“

And Sherlock Holmes was at least familiar with the Bible (from his school days, no doubt), as he was 
able to dig up the reference to David and Bathsheba in "The Creeping Man":

"My biblical knowledge is a trifle rusty, I fear, but you will find the story in the first or second of 
Samuel."

While he wasn't likely to say prayers — even when on the brink of the Reichenbach Falls — 
Christopher Morley, founder of the Baker Street Irregulars, wrote one that transcends all religious 
beliefs. A prayer that we can all enjoy this holiday season, or year-round.

Sherlock Holmes's Prayer
by Christopher Morley

[1] Grant me, O spirit of Reason, matter for Deduction, Intuition, and Analysis; plenty of three-
pipe problems, that I may avoid the cowardice of seven percent cocaine, or at least substitute 
something a little special in white wines.

[2] Grant me newspapers, telegrams, and the grind of carriage wheels against the kerb; the 
meditative breakfast at morning; the unexpected client in the night-time. And, occasionally, the 
alerting word grotesque.

 [3] Strengthen me not to astonish the good Watson merely for theatrical pleasure; yet always 
to be impatient of Unmitigated Bleat; and of Guessing, which rots the logical faculty.

[4] If in hours of dullness neither the Turkish bath nor mediaeval charters, nor my scrapbooks 
nor my fiddle avail to soothe, turn my attention to the infallible reactions of chemistry—or to that 
rational and edifying insect the Bee.

[5] Remind me that there is a season of forgiveness for misfortune; but never for the incredible 
imbecility of bunglers(from LeCoq to Lestrade).

[6] In all the joys of action let me not forget the intellectual achievements of lethargy; to wit, 
Mycroft; and, slightly less to wit, Moriarty.

[7] Burden me not with unrelated facts, but encourage the habit of synthetic observation, 
collating the distinctions between the various. As the hand of the lithotyper is to that of the cork-
cutter, so are the types of the Morning Mercury to those of the Yorkshire Post.

[8] Remember, O spirit, to Segregate the Queen. Viz., the fair sex is Watson’s department. For 
me, the Mind is All. But one confession in remembrance: the pistol-shot initials on the sitting-room 
wall were not what Watson thought. In the name of that Gracious Lady my favorite letters were the 
last two. I was writing not VR but IA. The Baker Street Underground shook my aim.

[9] Hold fast the doctrine: When all impossibles are eliminated, what remains, however 
improbable, must be the Truth.

[10] Then, O spirit, be the Game Afoot!

And here we arrive back at Baker Street Elementary, one last time in 2021…
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“PAST IMPERFECT”
“In my past life” [ILLU]

Reincarnation is not a subject we typically associate with Sherlock Holmes. 

Although there is passing mention of "Hindoos" and Sikhs in The Sign of Four (reincarnation is a 
belief of the Hindu and Sikh religions), there is no time spent on the topic of having lived another 
life.

However, there are individuals in the Canon who are eager to escape from their previous lives. People 
like Jephro Rucastle, whose ruse became apparent after Sherlock Holmes's involvement in "The 
Copper Beeches":

“Mr. Rucastle survived, but was always a broken man, kept alive solely through the care of his 
devoted wife. They still live with their old servants, who probably know so much of Rucastle’s 
past life that he finds it difficult to part from them.”

And Baron Adelbert Gruner wanted to avoid the naked truth of his past romantic liaisons in "The 
Illustrious Client": 

“The cunning devil has told her every unsavoury public scandal of his past life, but always in 
such a way as to make himself out to be an innocent martyr. She absolutely accepts his 
version and will listen to no other.”

Hilton Cubitt had an inkling that there was something to Elsie Patrick's past in "The Dancing Men," 
but he was as good as his word and never inquired. She married him with an intention to leave her old 
life behind:

“‘I have had some very disagreeable associations in my life,’ said she; ‘I wish to forget all 
about them. I would rather never allude to the past, for it is very painful to me. If you take 
me, Hilton, you will take a woman who has nothing that she need be personally ashamed of; but 
you will have to be content with my word for it, and to allow me to be silent as to all that 
passed up to the time when I became yours.’”

And The Valley of Fear was based on the double (triple?) life of John Douglas / Birdy Edwards / 
John McMurdo. Indeed, Watson acknowledged that Mrs. Douglas didn't know the full story.

“It was remarked sometimes, however, by those who knew them best, that the confidence 
between the two did not appear to be complete, since the wife was either very reticent about 
her husband’s past life, or else, as seemed more likely, was imperfectly informed about it.”

These past lives merely scratch the surface of individuals who take on alternative identities as they 
go about their duplicitous and sometimes nefarious activities in the Sherlock Holmes stories.

Is life for those associated with criminal enterprises, either as pursuers or the pursued, destined to 
be one of many lives? Perhaps that's something that a philosophy class at Baker Street Elementary 
might examine…
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“OUT WITH THE OLD”
“Her idea of cuisine is a little limited” [NAVA]

One of the most remembered quotes about Mrs. Hudson and her culinary abilities comes from "The 
Naval Treaty, " in which Holmes, Watson, and Percy Phelps sit down for breakfast a la Hudson.

 “Mrs. Hudson has risen to the occasion,” said Holmes, uncovering a dish of curried chicken. 
“Her cuisine is a little limited, but she has as good an idea of breakfast as a Scotch-woman. What 
have you here, Watson?”
 “Ham and eggs,” I answered.

We know that what Mr. Phelps uncovers is entirely inedible, but we'll leave the spoilers out of it for 
now.

Could it be that Mrs. Hudson tired of cooking for the Baker Street boys after so many years? After 
all, she must have taken possession of 221B Baker Street after her husband's death, and being a 
landlady to one of the worst tenants in London likely took a toll on her.

In "The Problem of Thor Bridge," we're told that there is a new cook: 

“There is little to share, but we may discuss it when you have consumed the two hard-boiled 
eggs with which our new cook has favoured us. Their condition may not be unconnected with 
the copy of the Family Herald which I observed yesterday upon the hall-table. Even so trivial 
a matter as cooking an egg demands an attention which is conscious of the passage of time 
and incompatible with the love romance in that excellent periodical.”

Thus, the "old" cook was likely to have been Mrs. Hudson. Either she required a holiday from cooking 
or Holmes (in his uniquely straightforward way) intimated that he had had enough of her cooking.

She had a little more variety when it came to her duties in the dining hall at Baker Street 
Elementary…
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“NOW THAT I DO KNOW IT”
“I shall do my best to forget it” [STUD]

Talk about embarrassing...

Last Sunday was one of the weeks when our fortnightly feature Baker Street Elementary, courtesy 
of our friends Joe Fay and Steve & Rusty Mason from The Crew of the Barque Lone Star was to run.

And thanks to all of the activity bustling around the BSI Weekend, we dropped the ball. Whether 
because of being overwhelmed with seeing all of the online updates or from traveling, we just forgot 
about it. Which seems entirely on-brand for today's comic.

When we think about all of the things Sherlock Holmes had to keep in his mind and the multiple 
monographs he seemed to have at the ready (much like Adam West's Batman had the can of Bat 
Shark-Repellent spray handy that one time a shark froze to his leg...), it's astounding that his "little 
brain-attic" seemed to be organized and prepped for just the right moment. 

Even Conan Doyle Watson seemed to have difficulty remembering dates. H placed "Wisteria Lodge" in 
1892, when Holmes was in the second year of his hiatus. And the ultimate fumbling of dates: not 
between stories, but within one. When Jabez Wilson visited Baker Street in "The Red-Headed 
League" and shared the origins of his strange tale, he noted "April 27, 1890, just two months ago." 

And yet, when he returned a little while later, he showed Holmes and Watson this:

He held up a piece of white cardboard about the size of a sheet of note-paper. It read in this 
fashion:

The Red-headed League
is

Dissolved
October 9, 1890.

That is one long case. Perhaps that untested memory got its start at Baker Street Elementary…

[We’ll be back next week, with our regularly scheduled programming.]
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“THE MOTTO OF THE FIRM”
“We can but try” [CREE]

Sherlock Holmes was fortunate to have John H. Watson, M.D. as his helpmate. Time and again, 
Holmes put the good doctor into questionable circumstances, and Watson gave it his best effort 
(sometimes after Holmes had to overcome Watson's initial reluctance).

In “The Bruce-Partington Plans,” we find Holmes considering breaking and entering the household of 
the suspect, and Watson initially expressing some trepidation before coming around:

 “I don’t like it, Holmes.”
 “My dear fellow, you shall keep watch in the street. I’ll do the criminal part. It’s not a time to 
stick at trifles. Think of Mycroft’s note, of the Admiralty, the Cabinet, the exalted person who waits 
for news. We are bound to go.”

My answer was to rise from the table.
 “You are right, Holmes. We are bound to go.”
He sprang up and shook me by the hand.
 “I knew you would not shrink at the last.”
And when Sherlock Holmes announced his plans to burgle Charles Augustus Milverton's household, 
Watson resolutely demanded to join him:

 “Well, I don’t like it; but I suppose it must be,” said I. “When do we start?”
 “You are not coming.”
 “Then you are not going,” said I. “I give you my word of honour—and I never broke it in my 
life—that I will take a cab straight to the police-station and give you away unless you let me share 
this adventure with you.”
 “You can’t help me.”
 “How do you know that? You can’t tell what may happen. Anyway, my resolution is taken. Other 
people beside you have self-respect and even reputations.”

Even when pressed for service with questionable motives in “The Creeping Man,” Watson's can-do 
attitude came through, and Holmes immediately appreciated the combination of industriousness and 
motivation:

 “I think, Watson, that we can catch the professor just before lunch. He lectures at eleven 
and should have an interval at home.”
 
 “What possible excuse have we for calling?”
Holmes glanced at his notebook.
 “There was a period of excitement upon August 26th. We will assume that he is a little hazy 
as to what he does at such times. If we insist that we are there by appointment I think he will hardly 
venture to contradict us. Have you the effrontery necessary to put it through?”  
 “We can but try.”
 “Excellent, Watson! Compound of the Busy Bee and Excelsior. We can but try—the motto of 
the firm.”

“We can but try.” Good old Watson!

Meanwhile, the boys at Baker Street Elementary are giving it their best shot…
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“A GOOD EGG”
“two empty egg-shells” [RETI]

We've talked about Humpty Dumpty in these parts previously, with the connection between 
annotated editions.

This time around, let's focus on the edible aspects of the ovicular.

To put it plainly, Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson frequently enjoyed eggs for breakfast.
In The Sign of Four, we find them sitting down to ham and eggs:

 “When I came down to our room I found the breakfast laid and Holmes pouring out the 
coffee.”
 “Here it is,” said he, laughing, and pointing to an open newspaper.
 “The energetic Jones and the ubiquitous reporter have fixed it up between them. But you 
have had enough of the case. Better have your ham and eggs first.”

When Watson brought Victor Hatherley to Baker Street in "The Engineer's Thumb," Holmes 
welcomed them with and joined them for breakfast:

“Sherlock Holmes was, as I expected, lounging about his sitting-room in his dressing-gown, 
reading the agony column of The Times and smoking his before-breakfast pipe, which was 
composed of all the plugs and dottles left from his smokes of the day before, all carefully 
dried and collected on the corner of the mantelpiece. He received us in his quietly genial 
fashion, ordered fresh rashers and eggs, and joined us in a hearty meal.”

Of course, that famous scene at the conclusion of "The Naval Treaty" found Mrs. Hudson rising to 
the occasion with curried chicken, ham and eggs. 

 “Good! What are you going to take, Mr. Phelps—curried fowl or eggs, or will you help 
yourself?”...
 Sherlock Holmes swallowed a cup of coffee, and turned his attention to the ham and eggs.

Breakfast was interrupted by the capture of Patrick Cairns in "Black Peter":

“I must really apologize, Hopkins,” said Sherlock Holmes; “I fear that the scrambled eggs are 
cold. However, you will enjoy the rest of your breakfast all the better, will you not, for the 
thought that you have brought your case to a triumphant conclusion.”

And what should have been soft-boiled eggs in "The Problem of Thor Bridge" became another 
offering, due to an absent-minded cook:

“There is little to share, but we may discuss it when you have consumed the two hard-boiled 
eggs with which our new cook has favoured us. Their condition may not be unconnected with 
the copy of the Family Herald which I observed yesterday upon the hall-table. Even so trivial 
a matter as cooking an egg demands an attention which is conscious of the passage of time 
and incompatible with the love romance in that excellent periodical.”

Meanwhile, the boys at Baker Street Elementary are considering the implications of a large 
fractured egg…
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“THE PLANE TRUTH”
“thickly strewn with trees” [STUD]

Generally speaking, trees are background decorations—in model train setups, satellite imagery, and 
storytelling. It is rare that a tree becomes a central focus.

Of course, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was a master storyteller, and in many cases, the trees mattered a 
great deal to him in setting a scene.

For example, we vividly remember the yew alley at Baskerville Hall, where Sir Charles awaited a 
rendezvous but fled for his life on tiptoes down the alley.

But do you recall where we might find "a lime-lined avenue" leading up to a building? 

It's a small detail, but one that helps paint a picture in our minds of the Trevor estate in 
Donnithorpe in "The Gloria Scott."

The oak and the elm play an essential part in "The Musgrave Ritual," as they help Brunton (and later 
Holmes) map out the location hinted at in the ritual.

“ ‘Where was the sun?’
“ ‘Over the oak.’

 “ ‘Where was the shadow?’
 “ ‘Under the elm.’

In fact, we get an entire story named for a tree in the canon: "The Copper Beeches" takes us to 
Winchester, to Jephro Rucastle's "dearest old country-house," where a "clump of copper beeches 
immediately in front of the hall door has given its name to the place."

And lest we forget, Watson had a view out his own window, from which he was able to observe "the 
solitary plane tree which graces the yard behind our house."

Haven't heard of a plane tree? It's more commonly known as a buttonwood or sycamore in the United 
States. The boys at Baker Street Elementary probably prefer learning about this kind of tree 
rather than trigonometry... 

[We'll see ourselves out.]
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“A TIDY BUSINESS”
“a strong natural turn for this sort of thing” [CHAS]

In The Hound of the Baskervilles, Watson tells us that Sherlock Holmes had a “cat-like love of 
personal cleanliness.”

Could that penchant for tidiness have overlapped into his professional dealings? It seems most likely.

Take this commentary from “The Adventure of the Red Circle”:

 “Why should you go further in it? What have you to gain from it?” 
 “What, indeed? It is art for art’s sake, Watson. I suppose when you doctored you found 
yourself studying cases without thought of a fee?” 
 “For my education, Holmes.”

“Education never ends, Watson. It is a series of lessons with the greatest for the last. This 
is an instructive case. There is neither money nor credit in it, and yet one would wish to tidy 
it up. When dusk comes we should find ourselves one stage advanced in our investigation.”

How fascinating that Holmes couldn't stand to allow a little conundrum like this stand without 
busying himself with it. 

Certainly, consistent with his need to have things just so.

Of course, when we find the mention of Watson finding “himself once more in the untidy room of the 
first floor of Baker Street,” in “The Mazarin Stone,” it's a clear indication that the story was 
written by an imposter.

Meanwhile, it seems that John is learning a little something about psychology at Baker Street 
Elementary...
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“THE ODD COUPLE”
“someone to share the rooms and the expenses” [STUD]

Here's an interesting thought experiment. We know that financial straits conspired to bring 
Sherlock Holmes and John H. Watson together to share a suite of rooms in Baker Street.

Watson recognized that he was outspending his military pension in the opening scenes of A Study in 
Scarlet:

“There I stayed for some time at a private hotel in the Strand, leading a comfortless, 
meaningless existence, and spending such money as I had, considerably more freely than I 
ought. So alarming did the state of my finances become, that I soon realized that I must 
either leave the metropolis and rusticate somewhere in the country, or that I must make a 
complete alteration in my style of living. Choosing the latter alternative, I began by making up 
my mind to leave the hotel, and to take up my quarters in some less pretentious and less 
expensive domicile.”

And upon bumping into his old colleague Stamford, uttered these immortal words:
 

“Looking for lodgings,” I answered. “Trying to solve the problem as to whether it is possible to 
get comfortable rooms at a reasonable price.”

It seems that it was not a unique sentiment, however. Stamford conveyed the phrase

“[Y]ou are the second man to-day that has used that expression to me.”

The first, of course, was Sherlock Holmes. But it leads us to wonder: would Watson have lived with 
Holmes—or put up with him, rather—had the two not been tied together by way of economic 
necessity?

When Stamford introduced the two, Holmes only outlined three “shortcomings” to Watson: smoking, 
chemical experiments, and stretches of taciturn behavior. And violin-playing, if that can be 
considered a shortcoming. That's not much to object to.

Over time, Watson would discover that Holmes had a drug habit, stayed up all hours, associated with 
dangerous criminals, was the victim of assaults, arson, and attempted murder, and had an outsized 
ego.

Had Holmes been more forthright with Watson about his “shortcomings,” perhaps even Watson's 
tight finances wouldn't have caused him to agree to a cohabitation agreement. We have a difficult 
time seeing these two becoming fast friends outside of that initial incentive.

And Baker Street Elementary is where the boys dream of a brighter future...
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“AGONY”
“where all gossip is welcome” [VALL]

Sherlock Holmes knew that he could clean up when he paid attention to those dishing dirt.

The "The Red Circle," Holmes expresses his disdain for such material, but acknowledged its utility:

 He took down the great book in which, day by day, he filed the agony columns of the various 
London journals. “Dear me!” said he, turning over the pages, “what a chorus of groans, cries, and 
bleatings! What a rag-bag of singular happenings! But surely the most valuable hunting-ground that 
ever was given to a student of the unusual!”

In "The Three Garridebs," Holmes recommended that John Garrideb use such a resource for finding 
his quarry:

“I should have thought, sir, that your obvious way was to advertise in the agony columns of the 
papers.”
 “I have done that, Mr. Holmes. No replies.”

Of course, Holmes scanned the columns daily, so if something so unusual were to appear, he would 
have certainly seen it and added it to his clippings.

Nor was Holmes averse to personal communication to achieve his goals. In "The Solitary Cyclist," he 
chided Watson for missing an obvious opportunity to gather intelligence:

 “What should I have done?” I cried, with some heat.
 “Gone to the nearest public-house. That is the centre of country gossip. They would have told 
you every name, from the master to the scullery-maid.”

And Silas Brown, the trainer at the Mapleton stables in "Silver Blaze" knew exactly how information 
vital to races could be conveyed:

As Sherlock Holmes replaced the half-crown which he had drawn from his pocket, a fierce-looking 
elderly man strode out from the gate with a hunting-crop swinging in his hand.
 “What’s this, Dawson!” he cried. “No gossiping! Go about your business!”

At Baker Street Elementary, there are all kinds of dirt available on the playground…
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“E – I – E – I - O”
“small farmers, well-known” [SIGN]

When we think of Sherlock Holmes, we immediately conjure up images of Victorian London, a city 
swathed in fog, with citizens bustling about on streets lit by gas-lamp. The stories evoke city life.

And yet, we find a few instances of farm life that creeps into the tales from time to time.

Consider the very first time the public met Holmes in A Study in Scarlet: we're taken to a place very 
different from London: the Great Alkalai plain and eventually to Utah, where John Ferrier sets up 
as...a farmer. He eventually became "the richest of the farmers," making his daughter Lucy an 
attractive object for many a suitor.

Next, we find Jonathan Small recounting his tale in The Sign of Four, expressing how different he 
was from his family:

"They were all steady, chapel-going folk, small farmers, well known and respected over the 
country-side, while I was always a bit of a rover."

It isn't until we reach stories in The Return of Sherlock Holmes that we encounter farmers again. In 
"The Dancing Men," we discover that Norfolk farmers are something of a Victorian Airbnb: "And the 
farmers take in lodgers."  

And then there are the few "moor farmers" who rear sheep and cattle in "The Priory School," and 
"two moorland farmers" in The Hound of the Baskervilles.

Anyone who's familiar with farming — at least the agricultural type — has heard of bushels and 
pecks as a form of volumetric measurement. However, we don't seem to encounter a single instance 
of those in the Canon, even from young Francis Prosper, the greengrocer in "The Beryl Coronet.“

The Baker Street Irregulars do have a peck, though: Andrew J. Peck ("Inspector Baynes, Surrey 
Constabulary"), who made a very different measurement in his scholarship: a chronology of the 60 
stories, published together with Les Klinger, BSI ("The Abbey Grange"), titled The Date Being—? A 
Compendium of Chronological Data.

Meanwhile, the boys at Baker Street Elementary, try to wrap their heads around mathematical 
measurements... 
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“LA- Z - BOY”
“Lazy Devil” [STUD]

Quick, think of a word to describe Sherlock Holmes.

Some words that likely came to your mind are: detective, intelligent, clever, energetic, smoker, 
consultant, high-strung, lazy.

Wait — lazy?

Yes, lazy.

Holmes himself admits to Watson in A Study in Scarlet that he can be incurably lazy:

“I’m not sure about whether I shall go. I am the most incurably lazy devil that ever stood in 
shoe leather—that is, when the fit is on me, for I can be spry enough at times.”

And there we have the wonderful dichotomy of Holmes's character that makes him both endearing 
and infuriating — a contradiction of personality. The bringer of justice (while breaking laws), the 
defender of British government (but a proponent of the little guy), and a natural athlete (who seldom 
took exercise for its own sake).

So is it any surprise that Sherlock Holmes would call himself lazy?

Of course, he's not only lazy; he's lazy at times. Even Watson understood that, as this dialog from 
The Sign of Four indicates:

 “Yes, the reaction is already upon me. I shall be as limp as a rag for a week.” 
 “Strange,” said I, “how terms of what in another man I should call laziness alternate with 
your fits of splendid energy and vigor.”  
 “Yes,” he answered, “there are in me the makings of a very fine loafer and also of a pretty 
spry sort of fellow. I often think of those lines of old Goethe,—

Schade, daß die Natur nur einen Mensch aus Dir schuf, Denn zum w¨urdigen Mann war und zum 
Schelmen der Stoff.

[“Alas, that Nature made only one man of you, when there was material enough for a good man and a 
rogue.”]

Perhaps Watson hoped that the shock value of Holmes describing himself as lazy took the focus off 
of he, the narrator.

Recall that during that first meeting, it was Watson who first described himself as lazy: 

“I keep a bull pup,” I said, “and I object to rows because my nerves are shaken, and I get up 
at all sorts of ungodly hours, and I am extremely lazy. I have another set of vices when I’m 
well, but those are the principal ones at present.” [Emphasis ours - Ed.]

Of course, this could have been a self-effacing or overly self-critical assessment from a former 
Army doctor, still recovering from his wounds. An extremely lazy individual wouldn't take up private 
practice, nor would he put pen to paper to immortalize the greatest detective who ever lived.

Meanwhile, we detect more than a bit of laziness at Baker Street Elementary... 
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“THEY SAY IT’S YOUR BIRTHDAY”
“a good man of good birth and excellent education” [FINA]

Today marks what would have been the 163rd birthday of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

And it's a wonderful time to enjoy the creations of Conan Doyle — not just Sherlock Holmes, but 
beyond. A number of energetic and enterprising individuals have developed outlets for Conan Doyle 
enthusiasts to express and share their interests.

A smattering of current offerings includes:

The Friends of the Arthur Conan Doyle Collection at the Toronto Public Library, preparing to 
celebrate its 50th anniversary at a big event in September.

Then there's the newly-formed ACD Society, with its newsletter, awards and projects, including 
"The Terror of Blue John Gap" annotated edition, among other things. The site, created and updated 
by Ross Davies, is a great jumping-off point for all things about Conan Doyle and contains a definitive 
list of ACD-centric links and sites.

One of the great rabbit holes to explore is the Arthur Conan Doyle Encyclopedia, with over 7,000 
pages of wonderful history, descriptions, illustrations, and even full texts of some short stories.

There's even a podcast dedicated to Conan Doyle: Doings of Doyle, hosted by Mark Jones and Paul M. 
Chapman.

Speaking of podcasts, we've assembled a number of IHOSE episodes in which we've had Conan Doyle-
centric conversations:

 I Hear of Sherlock Everywhere · Arthur Conan Doyle

Meanwhile, it's time to celebrate at Baker Street Elementary.
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“BAKER STREET ELEMENTARY CELEBRATES 400TH STRIP”
“my own small achievements” [HOUN]

Five years ago, I Hear of Sherlock Everywhere welcomed the contributions of Joe Fay, Rusty Mason, 
and Steve Mason, BSI ("The Fortescue Scholarship") under the banner of "Baker Street 
Elementary," a Sherlockian comic strip in the style of Charles Schultz's "Peanuts." We've been 
featuring one of their strips every other Sunday since then.

Over the years, we've become familiar with the younger versions of Holmes, Watson, and Stamford, 
as well as occasional appearances by Ignatius (Conan Doyle), Irene (Adler), William (Gillette), and 
others, including a couple of podcast hosts, and their antics at the school known as Baker Street 
Elementary. 

They now mark their 400th strip from this delightful series that is housed in full on the website of 
The Crew of the Barque Lone Star.

Many comic strip writers churn out daily strips — undoubtedly a slog and a full-time job. But even to 
do this on a weekly basis shows dedication and creativity, and we're glad that these Sherlockians 
have both in addition to their knowledge of the Sherlock Holmes stories.

We thank them for their wonderful contributions to not only our site, but to the world of Sherlock 
Holmes. May they find a way to produce 400 more strips.

Let's reflect back on what is Baker Street Elementary... 
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“HOW FUN”
“some fun for this cases” [STUD]

We know Sherlock Holmes enjoyed his profession. After all, he created it for himself.

He told us so in The Sign of Four:

 “I crave for mental exaltation. That is why I have chosen my own particular profession,—or 
rather created it, for I am the only one in the world.”

But what did Holmes do when he wasn't exercising his brain, which he said rebelled at stagnation and 
needed to be “connected up with the work for which it was built”?

That is, what did Sherlock Holmes do for fun?

He enjoyed music, for one. At the conclusion of The Hound of the Baskervilles, he and Watson 
headed off to the opera:
 

“And now, my dear Watson, we have had some weeks of severe work, and for one evening, I 
think, we may turn our thoughts into more pleasant channels. I have a box for ‘Les Huguenots.’ 
Have you heard the De Reszkes?”

Of course, music helped Holmes process his thinking as well. We saw it in "The Red-Headed League," 
as he spent an afternoon “in the stalls, in the most perfect happiness, gently waving his long, thin 
fingers in time to the music.”

He had claimed: 

“I observe that there is a good deal of German music on the programme, which is rather more 
to my taste than Italian or French. It is introspective, and I want to introspect.

But aside from music, we also know that he unwound and geeked out in other ways, such as trying to 
decipher the remains of a palimpsest [GOLD] and the study of the Chaldean roots of the Cornish 
branch of the Celtic language [DEVI].

To each his own, we suppose.

And that's just what's going on at recess at Baker Street Elementary... 
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“SOMETHING A LITTLE RECHERCHÉ”
“Ah, naughty, naughty” [SIGN]

When we get children together of a certain age, there's a certain kind of humor that inevitably 
makes its way to the fore.

At the utterance of a double entendre or a scatological reference, furtive glances lead to smirks 
that lead to outbursts of laughter.

Did Holmes and Watson experience such instances as schoolboys? Almost certainly. And what about 
in the Canon itself?

Well, the great Sherlockian John Bennett Shaw delivered a paper at a dinner in 1971 along those 
lines. It was so racy that the editor of The Baker Street Journal (who was also the head of the BSI, 
and was still incensed from the talk at the dinner) refused to publish it. 

It was called “a most amusing talk…showing evidence of much research and truly specialized 
knowledge, but, unfortunately, unpublishable.” At least by the BSJ. But it did appear later that year 
in Bruce Kennedy's Shades of Sherlock.

Meanwhile, we'll see what the boys are snickering about at Baker Street Elementary…
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“NOT SO ELEMENTARY, MY DEAR WATSON”
“Interesting, though elementary” [HOUN]

Sherlock Holmes is iconic, well-known to nearly the entire world thanks to his easily recognizable 
Inverness cape, deerstalker hat, meerschaum pipe, and his pithy "Elementary, my dear Watson."

Of course, you know that none of those are associated with him in the original 56 short stories and 
four novels by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

 "Elementary, my dear Watson" never appears in print in Doyle's original works. We have this 
exchange from "The Crooked Man":
 “Excellent!” I cried.
 “Elementary,” said he.

And six other uses of "elementary." Along with scores of "my dear Watson." But nothing that links 
them together—at least not in the original tales.

But when we find ourselves immersed in the wonderful world of P.G. Wodehouse — specifically the 
Psmith stories. In the 1915 novel Psmith, Journalist, we find this passage:

 “I fancy,” said Psmith, “that this is one of those moments when it is necessary for me to 
unlimber my Sherlock Holmes system.  As thus.  If the rent collector had been there, it is certain, I 
think, that Comrade Spaghetti, or whatever you said his name was, wouldn’t have been.  That is to 
say, if the rent collector had called and found no money waiting for him, surely Comrade Spaghetti 
would have been out in the cold night instead of under his own roof-tree.  Do you follow me, Comrade 
Maloney?”
 “That’s right,” said Billy Windsor. “Of course.”
 “Elementary, my dear Watson, elementary,” murmured Psmith.

Amazing to think that P.G. Wodehouse coined the most enduring phrase for a character he didn't 
invent.

If you'd like to hear more about Wodehouse and Sherlock Holmes, Episode 143 of I Hear of Sherlock 
Everywhere features an interview with Curtis Armstrong, Elliott Milstein, and Ashley Polasek.

Over at Baker Street Elementary, it's a race to see who gets to choose a turn of phrase for the 
ages... 
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“TIME AND TIDINESS WAIT FOR NO MAN”
“tidy up a bit” [SECO]

We might think that Dr. Watson, as a doctor, appreciated cleanliness and tidiness. But we have him 
at his own word in the opening of "The Musgrave Ritual" that his field experience in Afghanistan 
superseded his medical sensibilities:

"An anomaly which often struck me in the character of my friend Sherlock Holmes was that, 
although in his methods of thought he was the neatest and most methodical of mankind, and 
although also he affected a certain quiet primness of dress, he was none the less in his 
personal habits one of the most untidy men that ever drove a fellow-lodger to distraction. 
Not that I am in the least conventional in that respect myself. The rough-and-tumble work in 
Afghanistan, coming on the top of a natural Bohemianism of disposition, has made me rather 
more lax than befits a medical man. 

But with me there is a limit, and when I find a man who keeps his cigars in the coal-scuttle, 
his tobacco in the toe end of a Persian slipper, and his unanswered correspondence transfixed 
by a jack-knife into the very centre of his wooden mantelpiece, then I begin to give myself 
virtuous airs."

Sherlock Holmes had his methods, even in his questionable personal habits. And nowhere was this 
more evident than in this scene from The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes, when Holmes takes Mrs. 
Hudson to task for tidying up.

Who would have thought that it was at Baker Street Elementary that she got her start? 
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“GRAND GIFT OF SILENCE”
“a child has done the horrid thing” [SIGN] 

When Holmes and Watson come across clues in Pondicherry Lodge after the death of Bartholomew 
Sholto, Watson describes what they found:

“He held down the lamp to the floor, and as he did so I saw for the second time that night a 
startled, surprised look come over his face. For myself, as I followed his gaze my skin was 
cold under my clothes. The floor was covered thickly with the prints of a naked foot,—clear, 
well defined, perfectly formed, but scarce half the size of those of an ordinary man.”

And immediately, Watson's conclusion is:

 “Holmes,” I said, in a whisper, “a child has done the horrid thing.”

Now, we know that Sherlock Holmes held a distrust of women and that he told Watson that “The 
most winning woman I ever knew was hanged for poisoning three little children for their insurance-
money.”

But what was Watson's experience with children such that he should immediately conclude that a 
child killed a grown man with a poisoned dart?

Perhaps it was his experience in tormenting children on the playground, as he recounted in 'The Naval 
Treaty’:

“On the contrary, it seemed rather a piquant thing to us to chevy him about the playground 
and hit him over the shins with a wicket.”

Was Watson projecting (and perhaps exaggerating) his own misbehavior when he incorrectly assumed 
that a child had killed Sholto?

He seems silent on the matter, as he was at Baker Street Elementary...

# 414 – 08-21-2022
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“NO SHORT, SHERLOCK”
“the facts are briefly these” [SCAN]

Once Sherlockian scholarship took off in the 1930s and early 1940s, the collective writers (who were 
many — remember Christopher Morley's observation that "Never before had so much been written 
by so many for so few") must have tired of writing out the full story titles again and again.

So the intrepid Jay Finley Christ, BSI ("The Final Problem"), who needed to save space in his 1947 
volume An Irregular Guide to Sherlock Holmes of Baker Street,  created a standardized four-letter 
abbreviation for the stories. In fact, we carry a copy of that very list for easy reference. You can 
find it at ihose.co/ABREV.

Christ's basic principle was simple: the abbreviation is the first four letters of the story's title, 
leaving aside phrases like "The Adventure of." He listed them alphabetically, from ABBE for "The 
Abbey Grange" to YELL for "The Yellow Face.“

A few problems arise with the four-letter rule, most obviously the fact that three stories begin with 
the word "Three." Christ solved that one easily by using numerals in the stories where there might be 
confusion: 3GAB for the Gables, 3GAR for the Garridebs, 3STU for the Students. 

He didn't do the same thing for "The Five Orange Pips" or "The Six Napoleons" because there's only 
one five and one six. And The Sign of the Four is SIGN, with no numeral needed.

And lest you think that these choices were capricious or confusing, Christ was a professor at the 
University of Chicago, home of the famed Chicago Manual of Style. The manual indicates that "whole 
cardinal numbers from one through one hundred, as well as ordinals, are spelled out in nontechnical 
contexts." Indeed, Christ was working from academic and legal precedents for his abbreviations.

As you know, all good systems have a few exceptions, and Christ's was no different. He chose CHAS 
for "Charles Augustus Milverton," because that was a recognized abbreviation for Charles; and ENGR 
for "The Engineer's Thumb." 

And in three instances he apparently ignored introductory words, deeming them as insignificant as 
"The Adventure of." So we have IDEN for "A Case of Identity," LAST for "His Last Bow," and TWIS 
for "The Man with the Twisted Lip." In each case, the word with the most significant meaning for 
that story takes precedent.

That's the long and the short of it, anyway. Let's see how Baker Street Elementary grapples with 
it... 
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“LUNCH AND LEARN”
“a hasty luncheon at the buffet” [NAVA] 

When it comes to dining habits in Victorian England, as with so much during that period, it all comes 
down to class or status. Lower classes had more humble dining experiences, while upper classes 
enjoyed more luxurious ones.

The good news is you too can eat like a Victorian, should you choose. According to Writers in London 
in the 1890s, avoiding the lower and upper class options, you could expect the following for a middle 
class lunch:

 Bread, with cold leftover beef and asparagus/potato, and a cold pudding
 A couple pieces of buttered bread, a slice of meat, and a cold pudding
 Cold chicken sandwich, a cup of warm broth, and a cold pudding
 Fairly simple for the middle class. 

But nothing like what the cafeteria offers at Baker Street Elementary... 
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“RISING TO THE OCCASION”
“exceptional physical strength” [VALL]

We don't often think of the physical fitness of Mrs. Hudson, but the reality is that she must have 
been fairly active to keep up with a tenant like Sherlock Holmes.

For more than 20 years, he occupied the rooms at Baker Street, and during that time, she had to 
deal with all sorts of unorthodox behavior, as Watson recounts in "The Dying Detective": 

“Mrs. Hudson, the landlady of Sherlock Holmes, was a long-suffering woman. Not only was her 
first-floor flat invaded at all hours by throngs of singular and often undesirable characters 
but her remarkable lodger showed an eccentricity and irregularity in his life which must have 
sorely tried her patience.  His incredible untidiness, his addiction to music at strange hours, 
his occasional revolver practice within doors, his weird and often malodorous scientific 
experiments, and the atmosphere of violence and danger which hung around him made him the 
very worst tenant in London.”

Perhaps it's a good thing that she admired him, though:
 
“The landlady stood in the deepest awe of him and never dared to interfere with him, however 
outrageous his proceedings might seem. She was fond of him, too, for he had a remarkable gentleness 
and courtesy in his dealings with women.”

Not only did she put up with these eccentricities, but her role required stamina as well.

For example, in The Valley of Fear she welcomed a visitor in the wee hours:

 “Late last night Mrs. Hudson, our landlady, brought up a message that a gentleman wished to 
see Holmes, and that the matter was of the utmost importance.”

And in "The Speckled Band," she was roused out of bed:

“Very sorry to knock you up, Watson,” said he, “but it’s the common lot this morning. Mrs. 
Hudson has been knocked up, she retorted upon me, and I on you.”

These services on behalf of Sherlock Holmes even stretched into the physical, as we saw in "The 
Empty House." Holmes sets up a decoy to catch Col. Moran in the act, and Mrs. Hudson is deployed on 
the floor:

 “I hope you preserved all precautions, Mrs. Hudson?” said Holmes.
 “I went to it on my knees, sir, just as you told me.”
 “Excellent. You carried the thing out very well. Did you observe where the bullet went?”
 “Yes, sir. I’m afraid it has spoilt your beautiful bust, for it passed right through the head and 
flattened itself on the wall. I picked it up from the carpet. Here it is!”

Poor Mrs. Hudson! Having to crouch down on the floor for hours on end, and then being present amid 
gunfire.

Far from the “comfortable somnolence” of Martha in "His Last Bow," Mrs. Hudson in her prime was a 
physically fit specimen. Perhaps she got her training at Baker Street Elementary...
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“HOOK, LINE, AND SINKER”
“remarkably good fishing” [GLOR] 

While we give Sherlock Holmes much credit for his acumen with sporting activities that are 
physically involved—boxing, single-stick, bicycle riding—there is one area that deserves more 
attention.

His ability with the rod and reel. That is, fishing.

We should have been tipped off early on, as in "The Gloria Scott," as he notes all that Trevor's 
estate offered:

 There was excellent wild-duck shooting in the fens, remarkably good fishing, a small but 
select library, taken over, as I understood, from a former occupant, and a tolerable cook, so that he 
would be a fastidious man who could not put in a pleasant month there. 

And toward the end of the Canon, in "Shoscombe Old Place," we find Holmes using fishing as an 
excuse to get near the hall:

 “Is there good fishing in that part of Berkshire?”

 The honest trainer showed very clearly upon his face that he was convinced that yet another 
lunatic had come into his harassed life.

 “Well, sir, I’ve heard there are trout in the millstream and pike in the Hall lake.”

 “That’s good enough. Watson and I are famous fishermen—are we not, Watson?”

It's one thing to claim to be a good fisherman; it's quite another to prove it. Holmes knew that any 
disguise or alias was only as good as the proof points that supported it.

Which leads us to conclude that if he were to maintain this ruse, he must have been able to produce 
the goods to make his fish tale a believable one.

Maybe he got his start with hooks and lines by playing hooky at Baker Street Elementary... 
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“WE CAN BUT TRY”
“the motto of the firm” [CREE]

One of the wonders of the attraction of Sherlock Holmes is that we stand (or sit, as the case may 
be) in amazement at his abilities.

While we may never have the same skill at ratiocination and logical conclusions, we would at least hope 
to be able to exercise the same kind of judgment or justice that Holmes did. 

As Edgar W. Smith wrote in his essay "The Implicit Holmes,"

"For it is not Sherlock Holmes who sits in Baker Street, comfortable, competent, and self-
assured; it is we ourselves who are there, full of a tre-mendous capacity for wisdom, 
complacent in the presence of our humble Watson, conscious of a warm well-being and a 
timeless, imperishable content. 

The easy chair in the room is drawn up to the hearthstone of our very hearts — it is our 
tobacco in the Persian slipper, and our violin lying so carelessly across the knee — it is we who 
hear the pounding on the stairs and the knock upon the door." 

While we like to picture ourselves in Holmes's shoes — in the sitting room at Baker Street or out on 
the moor pursuing the Hound — the opposite is closer to the truth: we like to think of Holmes in our 
shoes.

"That is the Sherlock Holmes we love–the Holmes implicit and eternal in ourselves."

Let's see how it's playing out at Baker Street Elementary... 
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“PICTURE THIS”
“Your pictures are not unlike you” [3GAR] 

Who among us doesn't change over the years? Certainly in appearance, and hopefully in intellect as 
well.

We're shaped by the world around us, the people with whom we interact, the programs we consume, 
and the books we read.

For those of us who like to return to the same books over and over again, when we do so, we notice a 
transformation that was so eloquently observed by Clifton Fadiman:

“When you reread a classic, you do not see more in the book than you did before; you see 
more in you than there was before.”

And isn't that why we reread the Sherlock Holmes canon? The same characters, the same plots, the 
same settings are all there. Sherlock Holmes and his habits, methods, and philosophy all remain 
constant.

As we enjoy rereading the Canon at different stages in our lives, our personal growth makes us more 
aware of things in the stories and in ourselves.

Already at Baker Street Elementary, the boys are beginning to notice some changes afoot... 
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