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“The Adventure of The Second Stain” was first published in The Strand Magazine in December 1904 and in
Collier’s Weekly on January 28, 1905. It is part of The Return of Sherlock Holmes.
Although there is a majority consensus regarding the
year in which this adventure took place, as shown on the table there is no unanimity.
Assuming that the majority of
our Canon chronologists are
right, then the case took place
in 1894, and Sherlock Holmes
would have been 40 years old
and Doctor John H. Watson 42.
Main Characters:
Lord Bellinger, British Prime
Minister. The Right Honourable Trelawney Hope, Secretary
for European Affairs. Lady
Hilda Trelawney Hope, wife of
the
Right
Honourable
Trelawney Hope. Eduardo Lucas, an international spy, also

known as Henri Fournaye. Madame Fournaye, Lucas’ secret Parisian
wife and his murderess. John Milton, Lucas’ valet; Inspector Giles
Lestrade, Scotland Yard inspector. Constable MacPherson, guard of the murder scene at Lucas’
house.
Notable Quotes:
I have notes of many hundreds of cases to which I have never alluded.
So long as he was in actual professional practice the records of his successes were of some practical
value to him; but since he has definitely retired from London and betaken himself to study and beefarming on the Sussex Downs, notoriety has become hateful to him, and he has peremptorily requested that his wishes in this matter should be strictly observed.

[I]t is only appropriate that this long series of episodes should culminate in the most important international case which he has ever been called upon to handle.
“The whole of Europe is an armed camp.”
“Now, Watson, the fair sex is your department.”
“And yet the motives of women are so inscrutable. You remember the woman at Margate whom I
suspected for the same reason. No powder on her nose—that proved to be the correct solution. How
can you build on such a quicksand? Their most trivial action may mean volumes, or their most extraordinary conduct may depend upon a hairpin or a curling-tongs.”
“It is a capital mistake to theorize in advance of the facts.”
Discretion vs. Timing
Before he delved into the actual case, Watson exhibits more than his usual discretion, when he tells
us that, “It was, then, in a year, and even in a decade, that shall be nameless, that upon one Tuesday
morning in autumn we
found two visitors of European fame within the
walls of our humble room
in Baker Street. The one,
austere, high-nosed, eagle-eyed, and dominant,
was none other than the
illustrious Lord Bellinger,
twice Premier of Britain.
The other, dark, clearcut, and elegant, hardly
yet of middle age, and
endowed
with
every
beauty of body and of
mind, was the Right
Honourable Trelawney
Hope, Secretary for European Affairs, and the
most rising statesman in
the country.”
It appears abundantly clear that the Good Doctor went well beyond clouding the actual date of the
case, but changed everybody’s name as well to protect the innocent/guilty; otherwise, his effort to
cloud the actual date in which these happenings occurred would have been useless.
However, he may have given us an indication of the true date when he quotes Holmes expounding
on his list of suspect spies: “There are only those three capable of playing so bold a game; there are
Oberstein, La Rothiere, and Eduardo Lucas.”
While it is true that Watson could be far more subtle, and that his slips of the pen were rare, if in this
instance we assume that he was not trying to misdirect us even further about the real year, we can
presume that this case had to have taken place before 1895; i.e., 1894. The reason for this is that after
bungling the matter of the Bruce-Partington plans on that year, the hapless Oberstein went on a 15year complimentary vacation on one of Her Majesty’s resorts for gentlemen of dubious reputation.
Inevitably, then, if the unfortunate Oberstein was still active, the case had to have taken place before
1895. The other possible period would have been in or after 1910, which seems highly unlikely.

A further consideration is that in his record of the problem of the naval treaty, our biographer refers
to the current case: “No case, however, in which Holmes was engaged, has ever illustrated the value
of his analytical methods so clearly or has impressed those who were associated with him so deeply.”
There are some puzzling aspects to the current case. Considering Great Britain’s importance in the
world at that time, and that the Imperial government was actively involved in foreign affairs of all
kinds across the world and became very adept at playing what Kipling called the “Great Game” of
spying, could they have been so obtuse regarding known spies living and working in the capital?
Clearly, Holmes was up to date about these agents’ goings-on, considering that upon learning of the
theft of the letter, he immediately came up with the names of the three leading spies in England. It is
logical to assume (particularly in view of Mycroft being an important part of it) that the government
had to be at least as well informed as our detective was regarding these potential enemies. The question arises why these gentlemen and their residences, as well as their contacts, were not kept under
constant surveillance. If this shadowing had consisted of even one lonely constable, Lady Hilda would
have been placed at the site of the murder and there would have been no need of Sherlock Holmes
intervening.
Of course, although the case would have been solved much faster, its ending would have been much
sadder.
And Speaking About Timing
In the whole of the canonical collection of cases that show our sleuth at his brilliant best, the present
one certainly belongs among them. His quick intuition and deductions do him great credit. That being
said, Holmes was also lucky, because he got two
breaks crucial to his solving the matter swiftly and
efficiently.
The first was the unanticipated visit of Lady Hilda to
221B after her husband and the Prime minister had
departed. It was obvious from her manner that she
knew far more about the situation than what she revealed to our two friends. This provided Holmes
with a compass heading; otherwise, he would not
have been carrying her photo in his pocket. This
paid off when the surprised Constable MacPherson he gave him the confirmation that he needed
when he showed it to him. If Lady Hilda not visited Baker Street, it seems extremely unlikely that
Holmes would have connected her to the mysterious woman whom MacPherson so unwisely allowed into the scene of the murder.
The second break borders on the comical. After
Holmes gave Watson his list of the three principal
espionage suspects, our medico told him that he
had just read that Lucas had been murdered.
Holmes then exclaims that he has to be their man
because he does not believe in coincidences. The
funny aspect in all this is that Lucas’ violent end at the hands of his insanely jealous wife had not
connection whatsoever to the case—it was just a coincidence!

The Retired Detective
Although the case almost certainly took place in 1894, Watson wrote and published it in 1904. He
tells us that at that time, Holmes had “definitely retired . . . and betaken himself to study and beefarming on the Sussex Downs [and] notoriety has become hateful to him.” This had led the Good
Doctor to think that ABBE would be the last story chronicling his friend’s exploits.
However, our biographer also astutely observed that “So long as he was in actual professional practice the records of his successes were of some practical value to him.” I take this to mean that while he
was still practicing his profession, Holmes did not mind Watson recording and publishing his cases,
because their publication brought a steady flow of clientele to his doorstep. This smacks just a little of
selfishness. Surely, if the world knew—through Watson’s writings—that Holmes was retired and in

private life someplace in England, there would have been no hateful notoriety attached by any future
cases he might have published. It appears that the difference between fame and notoriety escaped
our sleuth, and deprived us of possibly more than one hundred additional Canonical cases to further
delight and astonish us.
An interesting point may be derived from all this. Watson’s description of Holmes as having “definitely retired,” could imply that he moved in and out of retirement (before the events described in
LAST). There appears to be no clue regarding this in the Canon, and my reference here solely refers
to Holmes’ supposed retirement and not necessarily to the stories he later authored.

When Watson published the present case, Holmes would have been 50 years old or so. While this
would have made him fairly young by our standards back then it was the equivalent of being 60 or
more today. There is no doubt that financially speaking he could have been able to retire and live in
a most comfortable fashion, indulging his hobbies without any money worries long before this.
For example, it is unlikely that the Vatican would have been miserly in rewarding him for solving the
matter of the sudden death of Cardinal Tosca; after all, it was the Pope himself who asked him to investigate. In GOLD Watson informs us that the tracking and arrest of Huret, the Boulevard assassin
won the Great Detective an autograph letter of thanks from the
French President and the Order
of the Legion of Honor. Surely all
this must have included a robust
sum of francs besides the more
public honorific demonstration of
Gallic gratitude. Just going by the
robust fees that we know he received Holmes did very well indeed. All one need do is consider
the honorarium received from
the Duke of Holdernesse, £6,000
(or was it £12,000?), which would
be equivalent to some $2,500,000
today. Back then, a princely estate with acres of land might be
had for £6,000. Holmes had to
have been very well off.
It is pleasant to think of Holmes living in a typical cozy English cottage in the Downs. One of its
rooms devoted to his laboratory, another—his study—a place where in which to spend evenings before a good fire, walled in by shelves loaded with books, leading a placid existence only pleasantly
interrupted by a visiting Watson, come to recall past adventures.
After a life of adventure, such an existence would be difficult to abandon, which illustrates our
sleuth’s sense of duty, considering that he did just that to go to America and eventually infiltrate and
destroy the German spy operation in England by the beginning of the First World War.
Lady Hilda’s Limited Understanding
Having experienced diplomatic life, I have always found it very difficult to believe Lady Hilda’s claim
to having such a limited such a limited understanding
about the catastrophic consequences that would befall her
husband as a result of her theft of a state document to
provide it to a foreigner who obviously dealt in blackmail
and secret information.
While it is true that she did not have much choice in her
dealings with Lucas, her claim that “in a matter of politics
I could not understand the consequences” is difficult to
swallow. A woman of her class and position could not
possibly have been so naïve; after all, they did not wed
the day before. Even at the height of the Victorian Era it
seems absolutely impossible that, regardless of her husband’s reticence regarding his highly delicate

work, (“There is complete confidence between my husband and me on all matters save one. That one
is politics. On this his lips are sealed. He tells me nothing.”) the lady could have been as ignorant of
his responsibilities as she claimed to be.
Privacy aside, she had to know who he
worked with (Lord Bellinger) and
where (the Foreign Office). It is also
difficult to accept that she would not
have gathered enough information
from the daily newspapers to understand at least the general direction of
Imperial policy.
Her lack of curiosity regarding the letter itself is also astonishing. She is being
blackmailed by someone who is obviously a foreign agent, to obtain the letter. She then blithely delivers it to him
without reading it to learn what might
be of such interest! It must be assumed
that she did not read it because the outrageous tone of the missive would have made her realize the serious international (and personal)
consequences that would have resulted were it to become public.
Then, after ingeniously retrieving the letter and although still having the key to the dispatch case lying upstairs, it does not occur to her to put it back. Her husband would have had to assume what
Holmes led him to believe at the end, that he missed amongst the other papers it in his frantic search.
She had to realize that he would never have suspected, much less questioned, her about it because
she supposedly was so utterly ignorant about any of his official activities.
The “Foreign Potentate” and Imperial Enemies
It is generally assumed that the “certain foreign potentate”
who wrote the offending letter probably was Wilhelm,
Germany’s Kaiser-to-be, an arrogant uneducated man who
resorted to fancy uniforms and eventually to a disastrous
war to compensate for a withered arm.
Victoria’s unruly grandson did not really start going off
the rails until becoming emperor in 1888, later ridding
himself of Bismarck, whose cautious foreign policy had
been the flywheel that kept his explosive temper in balance.
Just as the thinnest sheet or paper has two sides, there is
another point of view to all this. Most important of all, in
1894 the “Certain Gracious Lady” was still alive, well, and
active. On more than one occasion she put one of her
many noble relatives in his or her place relieving pressures
before they became dangerous. It should also be considered that, unusually so, Wilhelm held great love, respect,
and admiration for his formidable grandmother. In fact,
she died in his arms. When it became clear that the
Queen’s days were counted, the family was called together,

and towards the end admitted to her bedside. Wilhelm held her for hours before she died in his
arms, to make her breathing easier.
When Bertie became Edward VII things fundamentally changed. Wilhelm had a deep dislike and
envy for his flamboyant uncle, and struggled to better him in everything that he could. This eventually led to the dreadnoughts arms’ race, when Germany attempted to acquire a fleet powerful
enough to challenge the Royal Navy.
The rest, unfortunately, is history.
A World of Enmity
Sadly, Lord Bellinger’s remark that “The whole of Europe is an armed camp,” hold as true today as
it did then. Also familiar to us is his survey of the various sides involved, and the importance of maintaining “a fair balance of military power.”
Bellinger’s observation that the possessor of the letter could send it “To any of the great Chancelleries of Europe,” appears to be, at first glance, a curious comment, since it appears to also include those
nations that were allies of England. This, of course, was no exaggeration on his part. Back in the 19th
century, the British Empire occupied the position of the greatest power in the world; what we today
call a “superpower”; only England could have maintained a pax Britannica from 1815 to 1914.
Much like the United States today, however, although Great Britain may have been respected, admired, and even feared, she was never loved.

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.
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
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.
◄ 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).
Sicilian bread riots lead to martial law and suppression of Italian socialist societies.
Great fire in Shanghai; over 1,000 buildings destroyed.
French under Joffre capture Timbuktu.
First newspaper Sunday color comic section published (New York World).
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
Prince Karl von Hohenzollern.

marries

◄ 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).
Flagstaff (Lowell) Observatory erected.
Oliver and Schäfer discover the nature of insulin.
J.H. Northrop (U.S.A.) invents automatic loom.
Sir William Ramsey and Lord Rayleigh discover existence of zero valences.
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: WIST.
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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