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“SHOULD I EVER MARRY…”[VALL]

A Speculation on the Year 1896


by Maryann Boyle Murray




As we prepare to say farewell to 1995, we mark the end 

of an important centennial. The year 1895 was one in which 

Sherlock Holmes was at his prime, both physically and 

intellectually. The period that lay ahead, however, was not to 

be so kind; mysterious, unpublished events took place—

events even the detective’s biographer felt were 

inappropriate to chronicle. 


            Following is a theory speculating upon those events.


“No, indeed!”


            When asked if he thought Sherlock Holmes “a 

marrying man,” John H. Watson, MD, the man who knew 

the Master best, replied with an emphatic “no, indeed!” 

[CHAS] And yet, evidence exists, presented by Watson 

himself, that the misanthropic detective did tie the marital 



knot. Such is a theory which may explain the “missing” year 

of 1896.


            Of the 13-month period from October 1895 to 

November 1896, Dr. Watson tells us little. Not one case 

handled by Holmes during this time is chronicled by his 

biographer. Mr. Gavin Brend maintains[i] that this dearth of 

material results from Watson’s year-long absence from Baker 

Street. Not merely a physical absence, writes Brend, but an 

actual estrangement between the two men. 


            How difficult it is to imagine Watson packing his 

bags and stomping down those 17 steps in a fit of pique! 

How unlikely that these men would have a disagreement 

fierce enough to separate them after all they’d experienced 

together. We know full well: this was not a friendship to 

experience a rift over trifles.


            Yet, the good doctor would hardly deprive us of all 

the cases he took part in during this busy period. We must 

assume, therefore, that there were no cases which included 

the doctor; Watson must have left Holmes again, soon after 

their reunion following the Great Hiatus. If not in anger, why 

did the doctor vacate the premises? 




            To make room for a most welcome newcomer: 

Sherlock Holmes, 42-year-old bachelor detective, had taken 

a wife.


 


Watson’s Successor


            


Gavin Brend portrays the period after Watson’s 

departure as one involving another Boswell who introduced 

the “Sherlock Holmes Agency”: [ii]


            “[Watson’s] successor may have had advanced ideas. 

Not for him [sic] the cigars in the coal scuttle and the 

tobacco in the toe of a Persian slipper. Unanswered 

correspondence transfixed by a jackknife to the mantle 

piece? Preposterous! Something must be done about it. 

Business efficiency must be introduced forthwith. There 

must be a reorganization. Anyway, why ‘Sherlock Holmes’? 

Why not ‘The Sherlock Holmes Agency?’ A far more 

impressive title.” 


            Could this be the attitude of a new business 

associate, having recently joined forces with the long-

established consulting detective? Would Holmes have 

allowed a drastic alteration of his living quarters—and the 



pompous addition of the term “Agency” to describe his 

loosely formed organization—at the behest of a neophyte 

assistant? Hardly. If the Master did, indeed, permit such an 

overhaul of his operations, it could only have been 

prompted by someone holding much more sway over him 

than a new co-worker.


            A lady in Baker Street, a wife, would have such an 

influence. 


            While at first glance the possibility of Sherlock 

Holmes marrying seems unlikely, we must admit that 

roaming the world alone, evading a murderous madman, 

can change a fellow. Deprived of Watson, the friend and 

sounding-board he had come to rely upon so heavily, the 

displaced detective may have begun to appreciate those 

softer emotions he previously scorned. Further, if there is 

any truth to the speculation that Holmes encountered the 

woman in Montenegro,[iii] we find a most compelling reason 

for his willingness to consider domestication: Irene Adler, 

adventuress that she was, would be just the woman to 

educate the misogynist about the various and sundry 

pleasures associated with female companionship. 


 




The Client Who Would Be Mrs. Holmes


 


            Therefore, let us consider that Sherlock Holmes 

returned from the experiences of his hiatus with a somewhat 

enlightened view of a woman’s value. Countless damsels 

came to him, seeking help in their time of need; could any 

one of them have caught his now more-sensitive eye? 


            Identifying a potential wife among Holmes’ clients 

presents a difficult puzzle. First, it is quite possible that the 

woman who might have captured the Master’s attention 

hadn’t consulted him professionally; however, as “all Europe 

rang with his name,” the detective would have little time to 

associate with anyone who was not a client. Secondly, the 

woman that could have become Mrs. Sherlock Holmes 

might have been embroiled in a case that Watson chose not 

to chronicle. There is one possibility in the published 

narratives, however, that warrants further investigation.


            According to William S. Baring-Gould’s chronology,[iv] 

we are given the details of seven cases which took place 

between Spring 1894 (the time of Holmes’ return) and 

Autumn 1895 (which marks Watson’s departure from Baker 



Street). We meet only one unmarried woman: Violet Smith 

of The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist.


            Unable to resist Miss Smith’s determination, the 

detective deigns to see her—then seems oddly delighted to 

deduce that it is a beautiful musician who interrupts his 

studies. “Miss Violet,” as Holmes familiarly addresses the 

young woman, got a level of attention not usually bestowed 

upon the typical client. Merely explaining “it is my 

business,” the detective takes certain liberties with Miss 

Smith’s person: holding her hand, touching her face, and 

commenting upon the spirituality of her countenance. 

Beautiful, determined, musically inclined. A likely candidate.


            Violet Smith herself seemed to sense the detective’s 

interest. Describing how she had been pursued by a solitary 

cyclist, the lady mentions the completely irrelevant fact of 

her engagement to Cyril Morton, an electrical engineer. 

“Oh, Cyril is his name!” said Holmes, smiling. How perfectly 

sociable of the detective—and completely uncharacteristic

—to exchange niceties about his client’s beau. Perhaps he 

knew that nothing is more intriguing to a lady than a man 

who acknowledges with disinterest that her heart belongs to 

another.




 


Trouble in Paradise


 


            Whether he stole Miss Smith’s heart from her 

electrician, or won someone else’s hand, too late would 

Sherlock Holmes realize the more lasting implications of 

marriage.


            Watching helplessly as the mantelpiece became 

jackknife and correspondence free, and as plaster-of-paris 

was smoothed over the wall of bullet holes forming VR, he 

would see trouble up ahead. Having made a commitment, 

however, Holmes would be determined to see this situation 

through. One can imagine him even humouring his bride 

and her grand scheme by acquiring the habit of referring to 

himself as “this Agency.” 


            Clearly, the union was a brief one. Whether the 

marriage ended by his decree or her death, late 1896 finds 

Sherlock Holmes requiring once more the company of his 

Boswell. Not an unchanged man, however, was the Master; 

a kinder, gentler Holmes emerged from the year’s 

experience. 




            In the first case since their reunion, The Veiled 

Lodger, Watson writes about his friend’s response to 

Eugenia Ronder’s horrible story of being attacked by the 

tiger, Sahara King: “Holmes stretched out his long arm and 

patted her hand with such a show of sympathy as I had 

seldom known him to exhibit. ‘Poor Girl!’ he said. ‘Poor Girl! 

The ways of Fate are indeed hard to understand. If there is 

not some compensation hereafter, then the world is a cruel 

jest.’” 


            A number of canonical scholars have cited these 

thoughts as evidence of the Master’s religious leanings. On 

the other hand, empathy for Mrs. Ronder could also have 

been the result of a recent painful experience in the 

detective’s own life. The death of a new wife, however rocky 

the start of their life together, might lead even Sherlock 

Holmes to question the ways of Fate.


 


Doctor’s Orders


 


            The discreet Dr. Watson would hardly mention that 

his incredibly private friend had experienced a loss. First, it 

would counter the carefully drawn picture of the Master as a 



cold, calculating machine; secondly, Holmes would have 

forbidden the intrusion. But ever the reader’s advocate, the 

doctor wrote The Veiled Lodger to tell us his friend had 

suffered a bereavement. The case does not show the 

detective conducting a clever investigation, nor displaying 

any of those gifts which Watson felt was his duty to 

publicize; rather, this story merely shows Sherlock Holmes a 

changed man.


            By December 1896, Watson had moved back to 

Baker Street. Together the reunited partners tackled the 

case of The Sussex Vampire. While at this point in his note-

taking, Watson would have been helping Holmes move 

beyond his tragedy, a few instances of the Master’s more 

sensitive heart again come through.


            In general, Holmes’ handling of the case is of the 

most caring approach. He waits until the last minute to 

inform Robert Ferguson that his cherished son Jacky was an 

attempted murderer; even as he is about to deliver the 

news, the detective is aware of the pain it will inflict, saying 

“the swiftest surgery is the best.” And how unexpected to 

hear Holmes suggest that he and Watson remove the “too 



helpful Delores” from the bedroom so the Fergusons could 

be alone and “let nature take its path.” 


            Lastly, it is a poignant scene indeed as the detective 

acknowledges the baby, “grasping the fist shaking before 

him. ‘You have had a strange start in life, little man,’ he 

said.’” The Master’s taking time to play with the baby 

suggests a sad, sad reason for his return to bachelorhood: 

his wife may have died in childbirth.


 


Crisis Point


 


            Whatever the case, it is to work that Sherlock 

Holmes turns to satisfy a wounded soul. Too much work, it 

would appear. By March 1897 we find Holmes 

overextending himself, indulging once again in the cocaine, 

and being ordered by his physician to rest. Watson again 

steps in and takes his friend on holiday, which of course 

leads to their encounter with radix pedis diaboli. [DEVL]


            Depressed, once again battling drug addiction, and 

still haunted by ghosts we can only imagine, we see the 

Master at his lowest point. Certainly, it was not a man in 

possession of all his faculties who sat before the deadly, 



burning “devil’s foot” to test a hypothesis; more 

questionable still was his permitting Watson to join him.  


            Fortunate for us all, however, that Watson 

demanded to be present. Were Holmes’ motives for the 

experiment darker and more personally destructive than his 

stated research, we have the doctor to thank for making the 

heroic effort that saved his despondent friend’s life. 


            With this second chance, Sherlock Holmes comes 

around and moves to solve the case. It is not without a bit of 

melancholy that the story ends, however. Holmes lets Dr. 

Leon Sterndale go on his way, despite his having killed 

Mortimer Tregannis. The detective explains to Watson: “if 

the woman I loved had met such an end, I might act even as 

our lawless lion-hunter has done.” 


            Our next glimpse of the Master at work comes many 

months later when we see him back at the game, breaking 

the code of the Dancing Men. Not long after, Holmes is 

even up to courting Charles Augustus Milverton’s 

housemaid, Agatha.[CHAS] The lady was charmed enough 

to accept his marriage proposal, and engaged in enough 

pillow-talk that Holmes came to know the layout of 

Milverton’s estate like “the palm of my hand.”




 


Once again the Master


 


            Who can agree with Watson’s: “surely, you have 

gone too far!”? Holmes telling us he was engaged to 

Milverton’s housemaid was the sign we needed: the Master 

was back. Fearless, even before a pair of fluttering 

eyelashes, the detective did what was necessary to get the 

job done. And we breathe a sigh of relief.


            Sherlock Holmes survived the unchronicled 1896—

whatever that year held for him. Lucky for us, the detective’s 

partnership with Watson survived the events as well. 

Whether it was a woman or a disagreement that separated 

the pair, it was true friendship that reunited them—and we 

still reap the benefits a century later.
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