An Inquiry into:

“The Adventure of the
Norwood Builder”
Builder
“The
The Adventure of the Norwood Builder”
Builder was first published in The Strand Magazine in November
Nove
1903, and in
Collier’s Weekly on October 1903. It is part of The Return
of Sherlock Holmes.
Overwhelming, our chronologists offer 1894 as the year
in which this case took place.. Should that be correct, then in 1894 Sherlock Holmes was 40 years old
and his friend and biographer
Doctor John H. Watson 42.
Main Characters:
John
Hector
McFarlane,
young solicitor accused of
murdering Jonas Oldacre,
who seeks Holmes’ help; Jonas Oldacre, wealthy master
builder, believed to have been
murdered; Mrs. McFarlane,
John McFarlane’s mother;
Inspector Giles Lestrade, Scotland Yard detective.
Notable Quotes:
“London has become a singularly uninteresting city since
the death of the late lamented
Professor Moriarty.”
At the time of which I speak
Holmes had been back for
some months, and I, at his
request, had sold my practice
and returned to share the old
quarters in Baker Street. A
young doctor, named Verner,
had purchased my small Kensington
ton practice, and gi
given with astonishingly
ingly little demur the highest
price that I ventured to ask—an
an incident which only explained itself some years later when I found
that Verner was a distant
tant relation of Holmes
Holmes’s,
s, and that it was my friend who had really found the
money.
“Well,
Well, Mr. Holmes, it is difficult for me to refuse you anything, for you have been of use to the force
once or twice in the past, and we owe you a good turn at Scotland Yard.”

“Take your breakfast, Watson, and we will go out together and see what we can do. I feel as if I shall
need your company and your moral support to-day.”
“I much fear that British juries have not yet attained that pitch of intelligence when they will give the
preference to my theories over Lestrade’s facts.”
“Mr. Holmes, I could not speak before the constables, but I don’t mind saying, in the presence of
Dr. Watson, that this is the brightest thing that you have done yet, though it is a mystery to me how
you did it. You have saved an innocent man’s life, and you have prevented a very grave scandal,
which would have ruined my reputation in the Force.”
“Instead of being ruined, my good sir, you will find that your reputation has been enormously
enhanced. Just make a few alterations in that report which you were writing, and they will understand how hard it is to throw dust in the eyes of Inspector Lestrade.”
“And you don’t want your name to appear?”
“Not at all. The work is its own reward.”

Dr. John H. Watson’s Resources
Perennially, the fortunes of Watson have provided a rich Canonical sidebar for discussion. At the beginning of this story he informs us that at Holmes’ urging he has sold his practice in order to return
to live at Baker Street. This is a rather momentous decision considering that our medico, by the
standards of his time, was well into middle age. He had to have realized that if he abandoned the
medical profession at this point in his life, returning to it
and embarking on a new beginning would have been extremely unlikely. He essentially burned his bridges behind
him.
So what did Watson live on?
There was his wound pension, of course, but at 11s 6d per
diem, it provided him with £209 17s 6d per year, or
≈$79,000 today. Not exactly a fortune. While it might have
enabled him to live somewhat penuriously were he to rusticate at some forgotten corner of England, Ireland or Scotland, it certainly would have been far from being enough to
reside in London. Yet in SHOS, when asked by Holmes
whether he knows anything about horse racing, he insouciantly replies, “I ought to. I pay for it with about half my
wound pension.” This gives every indication that by 1902
his military pension had become little more than disposable
income.
So where did the balance come from? Although he had been
forbidden by Holmes to write about and publish any more
of his cases, the ones that were already published (the Adventures and Memoirs) were very popular and kept being reCourtesy of ITV Granada
printed separately and as collections around the world. This
must have provided him with a nice income stream. While it is difficult to estimate how much this
was, it may be estimated very conservatively that they probably provided him with some £500
(≈$190,000) per year.

Then, of course, there is the money that Dr. Verner (financed by the Great Detective) paid him for
his medical practice. Watson, of course, being a gentleman, did not deem it appropriate to inform us
what that sum was. He limited himself to tell us that Verner had “purchased my small Kensington
practice, and given with astonishingly little demur the highest price that I ventured to ask.” We are
probably looking at an amount between £1,000 and £2,000. An average gives us £1,500 (≈$600,000).
Had Watson invested the price he received for the practice, as well as some of his earnings from the
reprints at the rates of the time—4% to 7%—and considering the ridiculously low taxes of the time,
he would have been rather well off. Especially considering that the 221B expenses were shared.
Some have even suggested that Holmes perhaps convinced him to accept a regular allowance for his
help and support with his cases.
The fact remains that, regardless of its source, Watson was not short of money.
Jonas Oldacre—the Villain Who Overreached Himself
It is safe to say that of all the evildoers recorded in the Sacred Writings Jonas Oldacre is the least
likeable. There are several signs which show that he clearly qualified as a long-time psychopath. For
one, his introduction of a cat into an aviary; he very
likely enjoyed the avian massacre that ensued.
It is unlikely that his bride-to-be refused to marry him
solely for that reason. If, indeed, it was the immediate
reason, it probably was because it was the most recent
of his objectionable actions, his true character finally
emerging in front of her. Certainly, his reaction with
her photograph as well as his curse proved her right
in her decision.
One of the things that make him uniquely repulsive is
his almost 30-year-long thirst for revenge on that innocent family, which he planned to take out on someone who was not even born when he was rejected by
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his fiancée. He was probably licking his chops in that
small secret room, enjoying the thought of poor young John McFarlane being hanged for his murder. Had it not been for Holmes deducing the truth from the fake thumbprint that he made for the
police to find, he would have succeeded.
The Great Detective
“Well, Mr. Holmes, it is difficult for me to refuse you anything,
for you have been of use to the force once or twice in the past,
and we owe you a good turn at Scotland Yard,” grossly understated Lestrade. This is not the place in which to deeply delve
into Lestrade’s shallow mind. Besides it being a tour of very
short duration, it would not reveal much. It is very likely that
deep inside old Giles resented Holmes the gentlemen. After all,
the Scotland Yarder was the professional crime hound and our
sleuth the amateur. Yet, whenever they met on a case, it invariably was back to school for poor Lestrade.
Although this can hardly be considered a case in which Holmes
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makes use of his scientific acumen, he does once again show us
that his thoroughly rational deductions and conclusions enable him to see what seems quite opaque
to the rest of us mortals.

To top it all, on Lestrade’s side there was an uncanny inability to discern the burnt remains of a rabbit or dog from those of a human being. Any child who has seen a skeleton or even a picture of one
could have pointed this out.
Holmes’ deductions about MacFarlane at the beginning, his decision to visit his client’s family in
Blackheath instead of directly diving into the crime scene, his insight regarding how Oldacre hurriedly wrote his last will while on a train, his conclusions about MacFarlane’s actions while with
Oldacre, including the matter of his missing walking stick, step well into the realm of inspiration.
Then there is his assuredness that the thumbprint had to have been made after MacFarlane’s arrest,
because he knew that with his powers of observation he never would have missed such a piece of evidence.
The jewel in the crown, of course was his brilliant conclusion that Oldacre had to be alive, hiding behind a wall. Pity that Watson does not describe for us the scene in which Inspector Lestrade ate his
own hat!

What else happened in 1894:
Empire
Jameson occupies Matabeleland.
British troops occupy Ilorin, Gold Coast.
British and Belgian secret accord on dividing Central Africa.
Premier Roseberry declares Uganda a British protectorate
Britain
Gladstone retires; Rosebery becomes prime minister with its minority Liberal government.
Tower Bridge opens.
First Lyon’s tea shop.
Big wheel erected at Earl’s Court.
St. Bride’s Institute opens.
Harcourt’s Budget raises death duties.
Parish Councils Act: Parish, Rural, and Urban Districts established.
◄ Thirlmere Dam completed; for Manchester water
supply, aqueduct 96 miles long.
Water tube boilers fitted in HMS Hornet and HMS
Sharpshooter.
Turbinia, first steam-turbine ship launched.
Merchant Shipping Act: Masters, mates, and engineers to hold Board of Trade certificates.
Railway and Canal Traffic Act; fixes existing rates as maxima.
Official opening of the Manchester Ship Canal (begun 1887).

Blackpool Tower opens, 518 ft. high.
Death duties first introduced in Britain.
London taxi driver George Smith becomes first person to be fined for drunk driving.
World
War breaks out between Japan and China. Japanese naval victory at Yalu River; Japanese capture of
Port Arthur. After the First Sino-Japanese War, China cedes Formosa (Taiwan now) to Japan and
grants Japan a free hand in Korea (1894-1895).
French take Madagascar.
French officer Alfred Dreyfus court-martialed for treason, triggers
worldwide charges of anti-Semitism (Dreyfus is later vindicated).
◄ President Carnot of France assassinated by Italian anarchist.
French Captain Henri Decoeurs’ troops reach Nikki West Africa.
Frederick Lugard’s expedition reaches Nikki, Nigeria, signs accord
with King Lafia Absalamu of Nikki
Great fire in Shanghai; over 1,000 buildings destroyed.
French under Joffre capture Timbuktu.
First newspaper Sunday color comic section published (New York
World).
Sicilian bread riots lead to martial law and suppression of Italian
socialist societies.
Italians defeat the Dervishes at Kassala.
Kurds massacre Armenians at Sassoun.
National Society founded in Greece to extend Greek authority in the Balkans.
Alexander III of Russia dies; Nicholas II (last Romanov tsar) accedes to the Throne.
Sergius Witte becomes minister of finance in Russia.
Alexander Obrenovitch annuls liberal constitution of 1889.
Sale of spirits resumed in Russia as state monopoly.
Formation of French Agricultural Mutual Loan Society.
◄ Baron Pierre de Coubertin initiates congress reviving the
Olympic Games.
Beginning of car racing Paris to Rouen.
France and the Russian Empire form a military alliance.
Belgium Princess Josephine marries Prince Karl von
Hohenzollern.
Lombok War. The Dutch loot and destroy the Cakranegara
palace of Mataram. J. L. A. Brandes, a Dutch philologist discovers and secures the Nagarakretagama
manuscript in Lombok royal library.
Denmark adopts Mid-European time.

U.S. flag fired on in Rio; prompt satisfaction exacted by Admiral Benham.
First U.S. poliomyelitis epidemic breaks out, Rutland, Vermont.
German emperor Wilhelm II fires Chancellor Leo von Caprivi and premier Botho zu Eulenburg.
Nicaragua captures Tegucigalpa, Honduras.
U.S. Congress passes Wilson-Gorman Tariff Act, which includes a graduated income tax. It was later
struck down by the Supreme Court.
Columbus World’s Fair in Chicago destroyed by fire.
Balinese troops assault Dutch army, 97 killed.
◄ New York passes first state dog license law.
Korea declares independence from China, asks for Japanese aid.
Republic of Hawaii proclaimed, with Sanford B. Dole as president.
Six thousand Armenians massacred by Turks in Kurdistan.
Roman Catholics win Parliamentary election in Belgium.
Art
Rudyard Kipling’s Jungle Book.
Debussy, L’Apres Midi d’un Faun.
Toulouse-Lautrec, Les Deux Amis.
Degas, Femme à sa Toilette.
Strauss’ first opera, Guntram, produced at Weimer.
◄ George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man, premieres in London.
Monet, Rouen Cathedral.
George du Maurier, Trilby.
Anthony Hope, The Prisoner of Zenda.
Science and Technology
Escalators introduced (U.S.).
Halstead (U.S.) details his operation for breast cancer (mastectomy).
Sir William Ramsey and Lord Rayleigh discover existence of zero valence.
Flagstaff (Lowell) Observatory erected.
Oliver and Schäfer discover the nature of insulin.
J.H. Northrop (U.S.A.) invents automatic loom.
Louis Lumière invents the cinematograph.
Pneumatic hammer patented by Charles King of Detroit.
J.L. Johnstone of England invents horse racing starting gate.
Edison Kinetoscopic Record of a Sneeze released in movie theaters.

Elwood Haynes successfully tests one of the first American automobiles at 6 mph.
Daniel Cooper patents time clock.
Vaccine for diphtheria announced by Dr Roux of Paris.
First commercial film release by Jean Aimé Le Roy.
Berliner modifies earlier work on the gramophone by using a horizontal disk instead of a cylinder,
leads to the first gramophone record. Not fully satisfactory until 1897.
Guaranty Building, Buffalo erected. Metal-framed building.
Karl Elsener invents the Swiss Army knife.

Next week’s case: DANC
Respectfully submitted,

Murray, the Courageous Orderly
(a.k.a. Alexander E. Braun)
“I should have fallen into the hands
of the murderous Ghazis had it not
been for the devotion and courage
shown by Murray, my orderly...”
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