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NOTES AND ILLUSTRATIONS

...and he was entirely absorbed in the pictures of the 
modern Belgian masters. He would talk of nothing 
but art, of which he had the crudest ideas, from our 
leaving the gallery until we found ourselves at the Nor-
thumberland Hotel.  (1)
Several different schools of Belgian painters were 
active in the late-19th century.  James Ensor (1860-
1949), arguably the most famous, was a maverick 
who painted on macabre themes and anticipated the 
symbols of Expressionism.  Of the Symbolist paint-
ers, Fernand Khnopff (1858-1921) is probably the 
best known.  Others painted in a naturalistic style, 
depicting workers and peasants at their labors.  

“Seems to me they are playing me for a sucker in this ho-
tel,” he cried. “They’ll find they’ve started in to monkey 
with the wrong man unless they are careful. By thunder, 
if that chap can’t find my missing boot there will be 
trouble. I can take a joke with the best, Mr. Holmes, but 
they’ve got a bit over the mark this time.”  (1)
Conan Doyle loved American “wild-west” adventure 
stories, and they might have been his major source 
of knowledge about American slang expressions.  In 
this passage, he makes the most out of Sir Henry’s use 
of American slang, mixing it with Briticisms such as 
“chap” and “they’ve got a bit over the mark.”  Perhaps he 
was trying to show that Sir Henry’s character had been 
formed by exposure to two cultures: his upbringing in 
Devon and his later experiences in North America.

“Seven hundred and forty thousand pounds.” Holmes 
raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I had no idea that so 
gigantic a sum was involved,” said he.  (4)
This grand sum equals more than three-quarters of a 
billion dollars in today’s currency.

“James Desmond is an elderly clergyman in Westmo-
reland.”  (4)
Westmoreland is found in Northern England, quite 
a distance from Devonshire.

“He would be the heir to the estate because that is en-
tailed.”  (4)
Used in former days to prevent the breakup of large 
estates by inheritance, entailment limits the right of 
succession of property to a specific group of heirs, 
usually keeping it in the male line of direct decent.  

“...I spent it at the Museum of the College of Sur-
geons.”  (8)
The Museum of the Royal College of Surgeons 
would be a natural attraction for Dr. Mortimer, 
considering his interests.  It featured an enormous 
collection of preserved specimens from human and 
animal dissections performed by John Hunter (1728-
1793), fossils, medical instruments, and more.  The 

government purchased it in 1799, and today it can 
still be visited.  For a small glimpse of its vast hold-
ings, see:  http://www.rcseng.ac.uk/museums. 

...a wagonette with a pair of cobs was waiting.  (9)
A wagonette, as its name implies, was an open wagon 
with side benches—rather more rustic than any con-
veyance Watson would have been used to in London.  
Cobs are sturdy draft horses, used for farm work.

...mottled with gnarled and craggy cairns and tors.  (10)
“Cairn” is a loose term for a pile of stones—usually 
marking an ancient burial place. A “tor” is a natu-
ral granite outcropping on the moor, exposed by 
years of weathering.  Granite bedrock lies under the 
moor, keeping water from draining away, so that the 
ground remains saturated.

“...with a thousand candle-power Swan and Edison 
right here in front of the hall door.”   (11)
Thomas Alva Edison (1847-1931) and Joseph Swan 
(1838-1914), as well as other inventors, worked si-
multaneously on designs for an incandescent light 
bulb.  Swan patented his design 10 years earlier than 
Edison.  Edison, savvier at marketing than Swan, 
dominated the British and American markets until 
he was finally forced by the courts to merge his Brit-
ish operation with Swan’s.

...crenellated, and pierced with many loopholes.  (11)
A “crenellated” tower has battlements for archers to 
shelter behind.  “Loopholes” are small openings for 
surveillance or shooting.  Both are relics of Basker-
ville Hall ’s medieval past.

A dull light shone through heavy mullioned win-
dows....  (11)
“Mullioned” windows are common in Gothic archi-
tecture, where the “mullion,” or vertical divider be-
tween windows, is usually made of stone.

...and heavily raftered with huge balks of age-black-
ened oak.  (11)
“Balks” are large, crude beams.

...behind the high iron dogs....  (11)
Fireplace “dogs” are stands used for hanging cooking 
pots at the fire.

A dim line of ancestors, in every variety of dress, from 
the Elizabethan knight to the buck of the Regency....  (12)
Between 1811 and 1820, the future King George 
IV ruled as Regent for his father, George III, who 
suffered from periodic insanity.  The Regency was 
known as a hedonistic and dissolute time.  The 
young “buck” would have been dressed in f lamboyant 
clothing, with curls and a wide-brimmed hat. 
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