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“The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire” was first published in The Strand Magazine on January 1924. It is part

of The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes.
As the table reveals, most of our
chronologists agree on the year this
case takes place.
If, as the majority claims, the case took
place in 1896, then at the time Sherlock Holmes was 42 years old and Dr.
John H. Watson 44.
Main Characters:
Robert Ferguson, tea broker and father of two. Mrs. Ferguson, Peruvian
wife of Robert, mother of a baby boy
and stepmother to Jack. Jack Ferguson, Robert’s seemingly disabled elder
15-year-old son. Dolores, long-time
friend and servant of Mrs. Ferguson.
Mrs. Mason, devoted nurse to baby
Ferguson.
Notable Quotes:
“Rubbish, Watson, rubbish! What have we to do with walking corpses who can only be held in their
grave by stakes driven through their hearts? It’s pure lunacy.”
“Matilda Briggs was not the name of a young woman, Watson. It was a ship which is associated with
the giant rat of Sumatra, a story for which the world is not yet prepared.”
“The world is big enough for us. No ghosts need apply.”
“I never get your limits, Watson. There are unexplored possibilities about you.”
“The idea of a vampire was to me absurd. Such things do not happen in criminal practice in England.”
“One forms provisional theories and waits for time or fuller knowledge to explode them.”

Canonical Conundrums
If I were to make a Faustian bargain, one of the three Holmesian things I would insist upon would
be to learn everything there is to know about the
case concerning the dreaded giant rat of Sumatra
(“a story for which the world is not yet prepared”).
Although I must confess that at times my desire
wavers a bit, when I consider this might have been
an instance in which Holmes may have been unmercifully pulling his biographer’s leg. Then
again, perhaps it is the annals of Professor Challenger and not those of Sherlock Holmes one
would need to consult.
My second choice would be the opportunity to closely examine that “good old index.”
How was the infernal thing arranged? In SCAN,
when asked to find the entry for Irene Adler, Watson tells us that “I found her biography sandwiched
in between that of a Hebrew rabbi and that of a staffcommander who had written a monograph upon the
deep-sea fishes.” This hardly seems to indicate any
sort of alphabetical or subject-oriented arrangement.
In any case, because the entries were pasted in,
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seemingly one after the other, neither scheme would
work. There had to have been some method; otherwise, Watson would not have so readily found the
entry for the woman.
Why not use index cards?
My third choice would have unsurprisingly been taking possession of the lost tin box—no further
reasons are necessary in this case.
The “Other” in the Canon
There are several instances in the Canonical writings,
in which strange or murderous behavior is displayed
by exotic foreigners. In the present instance we have
poor Mrs. Ferguson, guilty of the mortal sin of having
been born a Peruvian without any connections to the
Church of England. There are similar instances in
THOR and WIST. Although it is true that in the latter
Miss Burnett was British, it is quite apparent that her
exposure to the tropics in San Pedro contaminated her
with the bacterium of Latin Blood Lust; Holmes was
appalled: “How can an English lady join in such a
murderous affair?”In BRUC Holmes remarks, “It is
well they don’t have days of fog in the Latin counCourtesy of ITV Granada
tries—the countries of assassination.” And, as a final
example, let us not forget Beppo, the murderous, vendetta-addicted Italian in SIXN.
All of this begs the question of why did Ferguson would marry a member of such a bloodthirsty—
literally, as it turned out—race. It is well to remember that when he demeans the lady’s “foreign

birth” and “alien religion,” he is referring to his wife, someone who (unless the parental requirement
of a shotgun came into play), nobody forced him to marry; in fact, he must have ardently courted
her.
Then, almost casually, he comments that although she was very beautiful and a very devoted wife
who had already given him a beautiful son, her origin and beliefs “always caused a separation of interests and of feelings” between him and her. The he coolly adds that his love towards her has cooled
and he now views the marriage as a mistake.
He then has the unmitigated gall to complain that there were facets of her character
which he could never explore or understand. Well, how can Pinocchio have the
effrontery to cut his strings! The fact is, of
course, that we are all matryoshka
dolls with an undeterminable number of
little personalities inside the sum of which
adds to who we are. Naturally there are
going to be facets of her character that he is
going to be unaware of, even after many
years of marriage. Then, as if to absolve
himself of a profound condition of
Courtesy of ITV Granada
wimphood, the prig boasts in his letter that
“This was the more painful as she was as
loving a wife as a man could have—to all appearance absolutely devoted.”
Whenever we review this case, I am struck by the expression, “alien religion.” It is practically a certainty that Mrs. Ferguson was raised a Roman Catholic and not Church of England, which probably
means they must have had a Catholic wedding. The description, “alien religion” always reminds me
of The Three Musketeers. While the three companions are fighting in the siege of La Rochelle,
d’Artagnan asks Athos why they are combating the Huguenots. The taciturn musketeer replies, “Because they say the same prayers in French that we do in Latin.”
An Abnormal Household
If nothing else, Ferguson is consistent: not only is he a miserable husband, but a rotten father as well.
He seems embarrassed by “Jacky’s” behavior, but does
little or nothing to curb it. He certainly could be considered responsible for the 15-year-old’s infantilization,
while simultaneously imbuing him with a sense of entitlement, which made him act in the potentially murderous way he did. It did not matter to him that his
father loved his stepmother, or that the little creature
was his half-brother. Nothing was more important than
what he considered himself to be; the rest were usurpers.
This situation is completely anomalous, particularly in
1896. Ferguson should have dealt with the situation
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head on and never allowed it to get to that point. If one
accepts that Jack’s condition truly crippled him, then obviously a year before the mast as Holmes
suggested for him would not have been practical.

That being said, there were (and still are) good, strict public schools he could have sent him to. There
he would have encountered much needed discipline. The reality is that Ferguson was a moral coward. He had problems facing situations that made him uncomfortable. The fact that he brought
Holmes into the matter instead of locking himself up with his wife and kindly and insistently asking
her what the matter was, he avoided the whole thing blaming much of it on the woman who he now
considered an alien, even though he had to recognize the existence of her love and devotion towards
him.
Mrs. Ferguson’s behavior did not help, either. Had she told her husband about Jack’s behavior towards their little baby, things would have had to turn out differently. Her excuse that she did not
want to break his heart by telling him about Jacky rings like a lead bell—we’re talking about endangering the life of a defenseless child.
A Most Satisfactory Case
It is always a treat to watch Holmes being his (almost always) competent self. Although there was not
much of a showcase for his detecting abilities, his talent in
reading people (and dogs) shows him to be no mere investigator, but an astute student of the human condition.
Were one to be fussy, it could be argued that in this instance
Holmes ignored one of his most basic rules; i.e., that it is a capital mistake to speculate from insufficient data. In this case, uncharacteristically it would seem, our sleuth tells Ferguson that
“One forms provisional theories and waits for time or fuller
knowledge to explode them.” This would appear to be a contradiction to his rule.
And on the matter of vampirism, Holmes’ disdainful dismissal
of the possibility of the existence of such a creature is characteristic of his reasoning nature towards anything involving the
occult—just as in HOUN: “A devil with merely local powers
like a parish vestry would be too inconceivable a thing.”

A Canonical Read

A Sherlockian History of England
Chris Redmond, author
When Watson takes the measure of Sherlock Holmes (“His Limits”)
early in A Study in Scarlet, he does not even attempt to rate his new
acquaintance’s “Knowledge of History” along with Literature and
Astronomy. But that knowledge cannot have been quite “nil.” We
know from “The Naval Treaty” that Watson himself had received
formal schooling in England, and Holmes clearly had some sort of
education, eccentric though it may have been. Both would have been exposed to the basics
of English history, and the evidence and reminders were all around them. Consequently, the

attentive Canon student finds that both men’s general historical knowledge, like that of their
author Arthur Conan Doyle, persistently appears throughout the published tales.
Sherlock Holmes, when not disguised as an Irish-American in “His Last Bow,” is unmistakably British—specifically English. (Not the
same thing!) His comrade, Dr. Watson once
even takes the role of “a British jury.” British civilization and history were, in fact, the
milieu in which the two men moved, a
background they could take for granted
with a self-confident pride.
In his 6,000-word monograph, A Sherlockian
History of England, Christopher Redmond,
the author of A Sherlock Holmes Handbook
and other books, and editor of three anthologies starting with About Sixty, and creator of the Sherlockian.Net website, traces
the historical content and context of the
Sherlock Holmes tales, from the Neolithic
Britons to the Battle of Waterloo, from the
Red King in The Valley of Fear to Queen
Anne houses in “The Reigate Squires.”
The necessary information to obtain this
intriguing piece of Canonical scholarship is
on the webpage: credmond.ca/ashoe.html.
The price, which includes postage, is U$5
or $6 Canadian. Payment is by PayPal or, within Canada, Interac e-transfer to the same
email address.

What else happened in 1896:
Empire
Jameson Raid failure in South Africa provokes crisis; British negotiations
with Boers (to 1899) fail.
Kaiser Wilhelm’s telegram to Kruger, congratulating him on the defeat of
the Jameson Raid.
◄ Matabele Revolt suppressed (1896-97).
Protectorate established in Sierra Leone and East Africa.
Conquest of the Sudan begins with the start of Kitchener’s campaign
against the Madhi (1896-99).
Anglo-French treaty settles boundaries in Siam.

Sudanese railway extended to Wadi Haifa.
Widespread famine in India, to 1897.
Britain
Hotel Cecil, the Strand, built.
National Portrait Gallery moves to present site in Trafalgar Square.
Beginning of period of rising prices and falling wages (until 1914).
Conciliation Act: boards can settle industrial disputes if both sides are willing.
First all-steel English building erected at West Hartlepool.
Royal Victorian Order founded as Personal Order of Sovereign.
World
First modern Olympic Games are held at Athens.
Klondike Gold Rush in Canada.
France annexes Madagascar.
◄ Van Houten’s Franchise Bill extends the Dutch franchise.
French Tunisian protectorate recognized by Italy.
Italians are defeated by Menelek of Abyssinia at Battle of Adwa, resulting in Treaty of Addis-Ababa.
Massacre of Armenians by Kurds and Circassians supported by the Sultan.
Insurrection in Crete against Turkish rule.
Foundation of Russo-Chinese Bank.
Cassini Treaty: China gives Russia the right to build a railway through Manchuria to Port Arthur.
Russian newspapers granted temporary licenses; imported books and newspapers strictly censored.
First public film exhibition, in U.S.
Art
◄ Wells publishes Island of Dr. Moreau.
Gilbert and Sullivan debut The Grand Duke.
Giacomo Puccini débuts La Bohème at Turin.
Toulouse-Lautrec paints Maxime Dethomas.
R. Strauss debuts Also Spracht Zarathustra.
Sir James Barrie’s A Window in Thrums, sketches of Scottish village life.
Science and Technology
Nobel Prizes started, for physics, physiology or medicine, chemistry, literature, furtherance of the
cause of peace.
Guglielmo Marconi demonstrates on Salisbury Plain the practicability of wireless telegraphy.
Samuel Langley (U.S.A.) successfully flies a steam-driven model aircraft.

J.J. Thompson identifies the electron, though not by name.
Emile Achard first describes paratyphoid fever.
◄ Antoine Henri Becquerel, observes radiation from uranium affects photographic
plates; discovery of radioactivity.
Rehn, of Frankfort, sutures a heart wound; beginning of heart surgery.
Zeeman observes that light emitted by a substance placed in a magnetic field undergoes changes.
Earliest record of water chlorination, during typhoid outbreak in Italy.

Next week’s case: 3GAR.
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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