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“The Adventure of the Retired Colourman” first ran in 
Liberty Magazine on December 18, 1926. It was later pub-
lished in The Strand Magazine, on January 1927. It is part 
of The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes. 

It bears the painful distinction of being the last Sherlock Holmes story that Doctor Watson wrote. 

As the table shows, our chronologists unanimously agree that 1898 is the year in which this case took 
place. 

In 1898, Sherlock Holmes 
would have been 44 years old 
and Doctor John H. Watson 
46. 

Main Characters: 

Josiah Amberley, the retired 
colourman and Holmes’ client. 
Mrs. Amberley, Josiah’s young 
wife. Dr. Ray Ernest, chess 
partner of Josiah, and lover of 
his wife. Mr. Barker, a private 
investigator, Holmes’ rival. Mr. 
J.C. Elman, Little Purlington’s 
vicar. Inspector McKinnon, a 
clever police office. 

Notable Quotes: 

 “But is not all life pathetic and 
futile? Is not his story a micro-
cosm of the whole? We reach. 
We grasp. And what is left in 
our hands at the end? A shad-
ow. Or worse than a shadow—
misery.” 

“He has been sent on by the Yard. Just as medical men occasionally send their incurables to a quack.” 

“With your natural advantages, Watson, every lady is your helper and accomplice.” 

“Amberley excelled at chess—one mark, Watson, of a scheming mind.” 

“Burglary has always been an alternative profession had I cared to adopt it, and I have little doubt 
that I should have come to the front.” 

An Inquiry into: 

“The Adventure of the 
Retired Colourman” 



The Reconnoitering Doctor 

One must wonder why Sherlock Holmes insisted in having his friend and biographer investigate the 
lay of the land in some cases such as this one, or even send him off to gather information as was the 

situation in LADY or in HOUN. I can-
not think of any instance in which the 
Good Doctor’s efforts met with the ap-
proval of the Great Detective; in fact, he 
tends to distrust Watson’s efforts and 
he then double-checks them. 

The question arises, then, why would 
Holmes insist in sending someone who 
seems to have always fallen short of the 
mark to do his investigating and recon-
noitering if he is going to have to do it 
all himself afterwards. 

Because Doctor John H, Watson was—
by no extent of the imagination—an 
idiot, one must look for another an-
swer. In this particular aspect, I always 

tend to gravitate to the hypothesis that Watson certainly was no fool—the Great Detective would not 
have sought (or tolerated) his companionship during so many years of his career. 

We must remember that Watson—much to the chagrin and delight of his readers—was not always 
accurate with the facts of an adventure. Sometimes this was out of gentlemanly discretion, and on 
other occasions I believe that it was a literary device on his part, to make our sleuth look even more 
formidable than he really was. 

We recently focused on LION. Let us recall what Holmes wistfully wrote about Watson and himself: 
“Thus I must act as my own chronicler. Ah! had he but been with me, how much he might have 
made of so wonderful a happening and of my eventual triumph against every difficulty!” 

Watson’s “Natural Advantages” 

On more than one occasion, in some of the Sacred Writings, Holmes has very directly intimated that 
the Good Doctor was a ladies’ man. In the present case, he states, “With your natural advantages, 
Watson, every lady is your helper and accomplice.” 

If anyone can point out to me a single instance in the entire Canon in which Watson’s so-called “nat-
ural advantages” with the ladies served any positive purpose (except for having Mary Morstan accept 
him as a husband) I shall be glad to treat him or her to a full-course meal at the Criterion! 

In fact, when it came to seduction, it was Holmes who exerted a fatal influence upon the fair sex—let 
us remember Milverton’s poor maid in CHAS. It is most informative to review the exchange between 
the two friends: 

“You would not call me a marrying man, Watson?” 
“No, indeed!” 
“You’ll be interested to hear that I am engaged.” 
“My dear fellow! I congrat—” 
“To Milverton’s housemaid.” 
“Good heavens, Holmes!” 



“I wanted information, Watson.” 
“Surely you have gone too far?” 
“It was a most necessary step. I am a plumber with a rising business, Escott by name. I have walked out 
with her each evening, and I have talked with her. Good heavens, those talks! However, I have got all I 
wanted. I know Milverton’s house as I know the palm of my hand.” 
“But the girl, Holmes?” 
He shrugged his shoulders. 

The reaction of both men is quite informative. Watson’s (the supposed Casanova) reaction is concern 
over the maid’s feelings, whereas Holmes’ is, to say the least, somewhat frigidly insensitive. 

This is not to say that our medico did not have an eye for the ladies; he reveals this more than once 
in the way in which he describes them. Overall, Doctor Watson comes through as behaving in the 
way that a normal male of his age would, although there appears to have been a quiet counterpoint 
of shyness in him. I mentioned above that our biographer was liable to twist the facts to suit the tell-
ing of the story. One wonders if when he described himself as having had “an experience of women 
which extends over many nations and three separate continents,” there was not a double portion of 
wishful thinking. 

Holmes, of course, would have easily evaluated this facet of his friend’s character and might have 
teased him (albeit somewhat unkindly) about it. 

The Hated Rival 

Whenever we consider this adventure, I wish that Watson had fur-
ther illuminated us regarding Mr. Barker. It seems very uncharac-
teristic of Holmes to consider anyone in his profession as a rival, 
much less a “hated” rival. On the contrary, it was not unusual for 
the Great Detective to recognize sleuthing ability when he ran 
across, as in REDC, when he is introduced to an American col-
league: 

“This is Mr. Leverton, of Pinkerton’s American Agency.” 
“The hero of the Long Island cave mystery?” said Holmes. “Sir, I am pleased 
to meet you.” 

It appears obvious that Holmes thought well of Barker, as proven 
by his remark to MacKinnon, “He has several good cases to his cred-
it, has he not, Inspector?” Adding afterwards, “His methods are ir-
regular, no doubt, like my own. The irregulars are useful some-

times, you know.” 

The fact remains, however, that there is only one Sherlock Holmes. 

A Pathetic Client 

Although Josiah Amberley is presented to us through a few, brief strokes of Watson’s pen, one may 
deduce that he had to have led a sad, lonely life. There can be no doubt that his infirmity had to have 
embittered his youth; what presentable young woman (even of limited means) would have looked 
favorably upon a crippled and penniless young man? Certainly, his beginnings did not foreshadow 
his eventual climb to considerable wealth: £7,000 or about $2,600,000 today.  

He had to know that the fact that an attractive woman twenty years his junior agreed to marry him 
then did not promise a romantic Eden. Even so, his need for the companionship and softness of a 
woman after a life of loneliness obviously defeated any doubts that he might have had. Something 



must have lingered, for he was hesitant to spend his money on her. One 
can only guess at what he must have felt when he realized that his 
young wife had presented him with a magnificent 12-point set of ant-
lers. 

From here on, one ventures into the darker regions of the mind. He 
planned and successfully killed his wife and her lover, and had he left 
the incident up to Scotland Yard, it seems extremely possible that he 
would have gotten away with the perfect crime. So why consult the 
great Sherlock Holmes? It seems unlikely that he did it out of hubris, 
convinced that he had committed the perfect crime. The fact that he 
carried with him a poison pill would appear to contradict that—if he 
was certain of success, what the final escape? 

Holmes probably hit the target’s center, when he suggested that the 
Broadmoor insane asylum instead of the gallows would be a more suitable fate for his former client. 

What else happened in 1898: 

Empire 

Curzon becomes Viceroy of India. 

Britain secures lease of the Wei-hei-wei territory from China. 

◄ Battle of Omdurman in Sudan. Kitchner defeats Mahdi and Der-
vishes, avenges General Gordon’s death. Fully establishes British rule 
over Sudan. 

Yukon Territory of Canada established, Dawson chosen as capital 

Franco-British tension following Fashoda Incident, the climax of impe-
rial territorial disputes between Britain and France in Eastern Africa. A 
French expedition to Fashoda on the White Nile river seekst to gain 
control of the Upper Nile river basin and thereby exclude Britain from 
the Sudan. 

Introduction of Imperial Penny Postage. 

China leases Hong Kong’s new territories to the United Kingdom for 99 years 

British goods given preferential tariff in Canada. 

Congo railway completed to Stanley Pools. 

Britain 

Electrification of underground railway from Mansion House to Waterloo. 

First escalator at Harrods. 

University of London Act reorganizes it as a teaching university. 

Agitation against growth of ritualistic practices in the Church of England. 

World 

Powers appoint Prince George of Greece as High Commissioner in Crete, under Turkish suzerainty. 

Workmen’s Social Democratic Party formed in Russia. 

Caleb Bradham renames his carbonated soft drink “Pepsi-Cola”. 



“Hundred Days of Reform” in China. Deposition of Kuang-Hsu and reinstatement of Dowager Em-
press, suppression of reform. 

U.S. annexes Hawaii. 

Tsar Nikolay II expels Jews from major Russian cities. 

First Navy Law is passed by the German Reichstag 

End of state of debtor nation for U.S.A., existing since 1783, $500 million foreign investments. 

Work begins on Aswan Dam. 

Germany’s Tirpitz plan. 

Military draft introduced in Holland. 

Émile Zola’s J’Accuse—an open letter addressed to President Félix Faure of France, published in the 
newspaper L’Aurore by the influential writer, in which he accused the government of anti-Semitism in 

the unlawful jailing of Alfred Dreyfus, an 
Army General Staff officer sentenced to life-
long penal servitude for espionage. Zola was 
prosecuted for, and found guilty of, libel and 
fled to England, returning home the follow-
ing year. 

◄ USS Maine blows up in Havana Harbor, 
Spanish-American War begins, Spain defeat-
ed at Santiago and Manila. Treaty of Paris 
ends war, Cuba independent, U.S.A. ac-
quires Philippines. A year later, Rudyard 

Kipling dedicates his poem, Take Up the White Man’s Burden to the United States. 

German fleet seizes Kiachow, secures 99-year lease from China. 

U.S. Congress passes the Private Mailing Card Act, allowing private 
publishers and printers to produce postcards, had to be labelled 
“Private Mailing Cards” until 1901, known as “souvenir cards.” 

Foundation of Flottverein (Navy League) in Germany, Reichstag 
passes first Navy Act. 

Swiss railways nationalized. 

◄ Empress Elizabeth of Austria is assassinated by Luigi Lucheni 

Will Kellogg invents Corn Flakes 

U.S. Congress passes a fifty-million-dollar bill to strengthen the mil-
itary. 

Severe food riots in Italy. 

The International Conference of Rome for the Social Defense against Anarchists opens. 

First auto insurance policy in the U.S. issued by Travelers Insurance Co. 

Russia secures 25-year lease of Port Arthur from China. 

Art 

Wells’ War of the Worlds. 



Wilde’s Ballad of Reading Gaol. 

Science and Technology 

Pickering, using photography, discovers nine of Saturn’s moons. 

First telephone message from a submerged submarine. 

Curies discover radium and polonium. 

Winton Motor Carriage Company publishes the 
first known automobile ad in Scientific American us-
ing the headline “dispense with a horse.” 

◄ Rudolf Diesel demonstrates his engine, which 
requires no sparkplugs. 

First record of myxomatosis—a rabbit disease. 

Ramsay discovers xenon, krypton, and neon, inert 
atmospheric gases. 

French quick-firing “75” gun produced. 

M.J. Owens, U.S.A., designs automatic bottle-making machine. 

Marconi establishes wireless communication between Bournemouth and the Isle of Wight. 

K. Shiga, Japan, discovers bacillus of dysentery. 

Konstantin Tsiolkovski states principles of rocket propulsion. 

Next week’s case: VEIl. 

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...” 

 

If you would like to join the Hounds of the Internet, email us at CourageousMurray@aol.com. 
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