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“The
The Adventure of the Norwood Builder”
Builder was first published in The Strand Magazine in November
vember 1903, and in
Collier’s Weekly on October1903.
ber1903. It is part of The Return of
Sherlock Holmes.
As the table shows, our chronologists are almost unanimous about the year in which this case took
place. Assuming that the majority is correct, then in 1894 Sherlock Holmes was 40 years old and DocDo
tor 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
ers in Baker Street. A young doctor, named Verner, had purchased my small KensingKensin
ton practice, and given with astonishingly little demur the highest price that I ventured to ask—an
ask
incident which only explained itself some years later when I found that Ver
Verner
ner was a distant
di
relation
of 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.”
Watson’s Practice
Watson tells us that he sold his practice to be able to return to 221B. He also reveals that a young Dr.
Verner, the purchaser, gave him the highest price he asked, only to later discover that this generous
purchaser was a relative of Sherlock Holmes. Thus, he learned that it was the Great Detective himself
who put up the funds for the purchase, benefitting not only
his biographer but probably a young relative who was probably just starting out in the world as well. This could not
have imposed too much of a hardship on Holmes, because
by 1894 his personal resources would have been ample
enough for him to retire, had he wished to do so.
From this one can only conclude that Holmes did not esteem the Good Doctor solely for his friendship, but also for
his collaboration in his cases. This would also indicate that,
as so many of us have suspected all along, Watson was no
mere observer or peripheral participant in these cases, but
an active partner.
More than ever, it seems clear that for all his protestations of
bafflement when confronted with his colleague’s brilliant
thought processes and deductions, Watson really was not
that far behind. It becomes even clearer that our biographer
pictured himself as being a mere conductor of light for the
Great Detective to create a more significant literary impact.
On Holmes’ side, he had to have come to the realization that
he could not expect Watson to drop everything that provided him with a livelihood every time our
sleuth blew off his dog whistle calling him to adventure. By buying Watson’s practice at whatever
price the Good Doctor chose to ask, he freed his friend from the bindings that kept him tied to the
hamster wheel of life, so to speak—joining Holmes in his cases would no longer pose a financial sacrifice.
But how well off was Watson?
Aside from his medical practice the only steady source of income that we know of was his government
pension for his war wound. It yearly paid him £209 17s 6d (≈$79,000 today); a paltry sum for anyone having to live in the world’s most populous city, capital of the most powerful empire in history.

This was not all, however. Just for reference, until Watson’s final retirement, he was one of The
Strand’s most popular contributors. The serialization of The Hound of the Baskervilles in 1901-1902 increased the magazine’s circulation by 30,000—with the Good Doctor receiving £480-£620
(≈$180,000-≈$233,000) per episode. Each separate story averaged a £500 (≈$188,000) fee. However, at this time, from what Watson himself tells us, he was prohibited by our sleuth from writing
about any new cases, so it would seem that this source of income had dried up, unless he was writing
other kinds of stories for that publication.
Although Watson tells us that the sum that was paid for his medical practice was surprisingly high,
could he have afforded to live off it? It is probably safe to assume that as a result of the purchase
Watson’s economic situation must have improved
considerably. Regardless of the several theories
that view our medico as an inveterate gambler and
even as a sort of wastrel, I believe that he was moderate in his habits.
I see him cautiously investing the price of his sold
practice.
Assuming
Holmes
paid
£1,000
(≈$375,000) for Watson’s practice—a truly princely sum—if he invested it in securities yielding 7%
per year, that would add a mere £70 (≈$26,000) to
his resources, bringing the grand total of his earnings to about $105,000—not enough to survive as a
gentleman in Imperial London. However, these
premiums, when added to his Army pension and
the excellent royalties he had to have been receiving from the publication (and subsequent reprints)
of the Adventures and Memoirs, as well as single story
reprints around the world, including the occasional
new story for The Strand, should have kept him
very well—considerably beyond just bread and
cheese.
It has been speculated that on top of all this,
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Holmes might also have established some sort of salary or general allowance for his biographer’s assistance. Considering some of the fees received by our sleuth, this would have posed no hardship for
him.
After all, by now Watson was a full partner in the firm.
And speaking of fees, Holmes tells Lestrade that he does not want his name to appear in the newspapers and typically remarks something to the effect that his work is his reward. However, it seems unlikely that the junior partner of the city firm of Graham & McFarlane would have been unwilling or
unable to pay Holmes a highly satisfactory fee for his establishing his innocence and saving him from
the hangman’s noose.
The Monstrous Oldacre
No doubt that Oldacre would have ranked very low on a list of prospective scoutmasters. In truth,
from what Watson chose to tell us (and, even more, from what he discreetly refrained from revealing), the man was a monster. It would be interesting to learn what was it was about him that repulsed
Mrs. McFarlane to the point of breaking off with him. The hints given to us by the Good Doctor, such
as sneaking what must have been a very happy cat into an aviary, seems to have elicited a dispropor-

tionate result in the lady. We do get a hint, however, from the way he treated her photograph. This
was obviously the action of a mind well on its way to leaving normality for darker regions.
Still, although the mind may have turned evil, it lacked intelligence, which is shown by his lack of attention to details. Oldacre’s plan to
get young McFarlane charged with
his “murder” was a very wellcalculated scheme. However, he was
most stupidly careless with the execution of the centerpiece of his plot; i.e.,
a last will that disposed of a sizeable
rich inheritance, with which he hoped
to implicate his young victim.
This was the keystone of his master
plan, yet he chose to produce what
under normal circumstances would
have been a crucially important document in a surprisingly haphazard
manner. He composed it in a noisy,
smoky, dirty moving train instead of
the seclusion of his study, where both
his thoughts and calligraphy would have been much better framed.
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If anyone were to ask why we are addicted to the Canon, the brilliant, classic deduction by Holmes
that the document had been written in a train is an excellent reason.
“Thou Shalt Not Write!”
Watson has regretted more than once, that from time to time Holmes would forbid him to put pen to
paper and set down some of his cases. The fact remains that, except for a few acerbic criticisms
(doubtless prompted by boredom or some other dissatisfaction) about his writings the Great Detective
in truth did not seem that averse to his colleague’s literary efforts. Unquestionably, they did bring
him the fame he needed to secure what
would be an interesting and, more often
than not, very prosperous clientele. In
some ways, Watson was Holmes’ PR man.
A cursory scan of the Canon proves this.
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Holmes admits that “I am lost without my Boswell.”

In SCAN, Holmes points out to his friend
that, “Since you are good enough to
chronicle one or two of my trifling experiences, you might be interested in this.”
Then, in IDEN, “The matter in which I
served them was of such delicacy that I
cannot confide it even to you, who have
been good enough to chronicle one or
two of my little problems.” In REDH he
remarks about, “The enthusiasm that
prompted you to chronicle so many of
my little adventures.” Again, In SCAN

From all of this is seems as if Holmes always intended to allow Watson to ultimately publish his exploits, making him anxious to ensure that his friend would not miss a thing. It has been theorized
that perhaps our sleuth was not inclined to have certain of his cases published for fear that criminals
might learn too much about his modus operandi. This appears to be quite evident; after all, in BLUE,
CROO, STOC, HOUN, MUSG, VALL, and SIGN he reminds the listener of the same thing in the
same words: “You know my methods.”
There might also have been a touch of self-pride about keeping some of these methods hidden to
avoid the unwelcome remark about one of his deduction being “so absurdly simple.”
It is interesting that this reticence seems to explain what, in first sight, would seem an abysmal forensic stupidity on the part of the police in the present case: “If you ever write an account, Watson, you
can make rabbits serve your turn.”
In RETI he suggests, “You can file it
in our archives, Watson. Some day the
true story may be told.” Then in
BRUC, “I will do nothing serious
without my trusty comrade and biographer at my elbow . . . . If time hangs
heavy, get foolscap and a pen, and
begin your narrative of how we saved
the state. In GLOR, Holmes suggests
that the case might be “of use to your
collection.” In CARD, he refers the
case to Watson on “the off chance of a
case for you annals.”
All this indicates that Holmes not only
knew and approved the fact that WatCourtesy of ITV Granada
son kept notes of the cases, but encouraged him to do so. In DANC, Holmes remarks to Watson that “you will have a very pretty case to
add to your collection,” later adding that “I have fulfilled my promise of giving you something unusual for your note-book.”
Therefore, in spite of his prohibition of immediate publication, Holmes encouraged Watson to keep
records of his cases with a view to their ultimate appearance in The Strand. This would seem to indicate that remarks such as the one Holmes made in SIGN about his friend’s efforts in STUD (“You
have attempted to tinge it with romanticism, which produces much the same effect as if you worked
a love-story or an elopement into the fifth proposition of Euclid”) were either a literary ploy on the
part of our biographer, or Holmes’ relief that the foundation of his methods remained unrevealed.
As Holmes himself put it, “I suppose, Watson, we must look upon you as a man of letters,”

What else happened in 1894:
Empire
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.
◄ London taxi driver George Smith becomes first person to be
fined for drunk driving.
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.
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 antiSemitism (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.
◄ Republic of Hawaii proclaimed, with Sanford B. Dole as president.
New York passes first state dog license law.
Korea declares independence from China, asks for Japanese aid.
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 valences.
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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