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“The Adventure of Black Peter” was first published in Col-
lier’s Weekly Magazine on February 27, 1904, and in The 
Strand Magazine in March 1904. It is part of The Return of 
Sherlock Holmes. 

As displayed on the table, once again, our chronologists 
are in agreement as to the year in which this case took 

place. In 1895, Sherlock 
Holmes was 41 years old 
and Doctor John H. 
Watson 43. 

 Main Characters: 

Captain Peter Carey 
(“Black Peter”), a retired 
whaling captain. John 
Hopley Neligan, son of a 
disgraced banker. Pat-
rick Cairns, skilled har-
pooner who once sailed 
under Carey. Stanley 
Hopkins, a promising 
young police inspector. 

Notable Quotes: 

I should be guilty of an 
indiscretion if I were 
even to hint at the iden-
tity of some of the illus-
trious clients who 
crossed our humble 
threshold in Baker 
Street. Holmes, howev-
er, like all great artists, lived for his art’s sake, and, save in the case of the Duke of Holdernesse, I 
have seldom known him claim any large reward for his inestimable services. So unworldly was he—or 
so capricious—that he frequently refused his help to the powerful and wealthy where the problem 
made no appeal to his sympathies, while he would devote weeks of most intense application to the 
affairs of some humble client whose case presented those strange and dramatic qualities which ap-
pealed to his imagination and challenged his ingenuity. 

Holmes was working somewhere under one of the numerous disguises and names with which he 
concealed his own formidable identity. He had at least five small refuges in different parts of London 
in which he was able to change his personality. 

An Inquiry into: 

“The Adventure 
of Black Peter” 



“I have investigated many crimes, but I have never yet seen one which was committed by a flying 
creature. As long as the criminal remains upon two legs so long must there be some indentation, 
some abrasion, some trifling displacement which can be detected by the scientific searcher.” 

“One should always look for a possible alternative and provide against it. It is the first rule of criminal 
investigation.” 

“I understand now, what I should never have forgotten, that I am the pupil and you are the master.” 

The Five Refuges 

Intriguingly, Watson mentions very much in passing that Holmes “had at least five small refuges in 
different parts of London in which he was able to change his personality.” Our biographer’s use of 
the word “refuge” is fascinating. Although he does not go into the nature of these “refuges,” I think 
that in today’s parlance these would be called “safe houses.” Considering Holmes’ wide and varied 

clientele, it makes sense that he would have had such places. From what the Good Doctor said, it is 
easy to infer that not only would he have stored there an abundance of disguises enabling him to as-
sume different personalities, but that he could have used these secret places to hide, and if necessary 
also secrete a client or source who might need protection. 

One cannot but wonder why, back in 1887, he did not use one of these safe houses to conceal the 
hapless John Openshaw (FIVE) away from his murderous KKK pursuers. 

Sherlock Holmes could have chosen any of the nondescript slum houses which were plentiful in the Imperial capital in 1895. The 
residents of these places generally minded their own business and would have nothing to do with strangers or the law. With his 
disguise abilities, the Great Detective would have blended inconspicuously. 



Of Men, Pigs, Beetles, Whales, and Harpoons 

At the beginning of this case, Watson describes himself as being somewhat outraged over the idea of 
his friend ambling across London’s teeming streets holding “a huge barbed-headed spear tucked like 
an umbrella under his arm.” Holmes’ explanation that he had spent his morning attempting to trans-

fix a hanging pig with his lance did not exactly 
sound reasonable. 

But it opened a vast horizon of conjecture. 

We would all agree that one of the most grati-
fying aspects of being a Canon devotee is to 
concentrate upon some seemingly trifling part 
of one of the Good Doctor’s cases. It enables 
one to follow one’s personal deductions and 
conclusions to the (sometimes absurd) end. 
The Master Detective himself stated it: “You 
know my method. It is founded upon the ob-
servation of trifles.” Whenever we study this 
case, I am always inevitably drawn to the per-
haps not-so-trifling matter of the murder 
weapon: the harpoon. 

More than once Watson has called our atten-
tion to the fact that Holmes, regardless of his 
lean figure, was endowed with unusual 
strength. In SPEC when he straightened out 
the steel poker that Roylott had bent he 
proved this. It takes considerably more 
strength than simply curving it. Regardless of 
his strength, however, he could not transfix 

the hanging pig at Allardyce’s butcher shop. 

This, of course, points us to the matter of the weapon itself. 

Very logically, Holmes was engaging in what later would come to be known as forensics, by attempt-
ing to determine the use and effects of a murder weapon. 
Based on canonical and other illustrations, it appears that the 
harpoon Holmes was using was about six feet long. 

Unfortunately, Holmes is not sufficiently clear as to how he 
was attempting to carry out his test. All he says is, “If you 
could have looked into Allardyce’s back shop you would have 
seen a dead pig swung from a hook in the ceiling, and a gen-
tleman in his shirtsleeves furiously stabbing at it with this 
weapon. I was that energetic person, and I have satisfied my-
self that by no exertion of my strength can I transfix the pig 
with a single blow.” 

From this it does not seem that he was trying to transfix the 
pig by hurling the lance like a harpooner would have (“furi-
ously stabbing” and “transfix the pig with a single blow”). It 
seems like he was attempting to penetrate it by holding on to 
the harpoon and pushing it in with force, or charging at the 
poor swine while holding it in front of him much like a knight’s lance. While this is much like what 



Ahab did, he stabbed, instead of hurling the harpoon because he was tied to the whale: “…to the last 
I grapple with thee; from hell’s heart I stab at thee; for hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee.” 

Even if Holmes tried hurling the harpoon, how he did do it? Like an Olympian throwing a javelin or 
like a true harpooner? Although either way would have required a modicum of force, it definitely 
would have needed a reasonable amount of practice to do it efficiently and effectively. In any case, 
the pig refused to be transfixed and probably would have done little else beyond having the barbed 
head of the lance pierce the pig, with the rest of the harpoon limply hanging from the porker’s hide. 

A reason for Holmes’ failure to transfix porky could have been the flawed way in which he set up his 
test. It made it impossible for Holmes 
or anybody else to fully transfix the 
swine. Although he was characteristical-
ly ahead of his time in using a human 
analog (the pig) to run his forensic test, 
it should have been apparent that it was 
practically impossible—even for a pro-
fessional harpooner—to transfix the 
carcass under the parameters he used. 
Unlike Black Peter, the target hanged 
freely from a hook, no part of it solidly 
pressed against a wall, which allowed it 
to swing on impact, absorbing too much 
of the hurled spear’s kinetic energy. 

While whales did not conveniently have their backs against 
a wall when harpooned, they were done in by their size. 
The mass of a killer whale, for example, comes to between 
8,000 to 12,000 pounds, and it is sustained within in water, 
a non-compressive medium. Clearly, physics would dictate 
that a harpoon’s impact—regardless of how powerful—
would push a large, massive body like that sufficiently to 
dissipate any of its force. 

The general consensus often is that in Cairns’ case there 
was an obvious difference: the man was a professional har-
pooner and Holmes was not. However, the matter is fur-
ther complicated by the fact that Cairns could not have 
used the weapon as it normally would have been employed. 

We are told that Carey’s “cabin” was a ten-by-sixteen feet 
room. Considering the small size of the room, could Cairns 
have been able to hurl the harpoon with such deadly effect? 
Even under the best of circumstances this seems unlikely. 
Even if one assumes that both men faced each other along 
the cabin’s long axis, in between there were chairs and a 
table taking up space. Without stepping a few steps for-
wards, it appears unlikely that Cairns would have had suffi-
cient space to hold a six-foot harpoon at shoulder level and reach back far enough to then be able to 
throw it with sufficient force and accuracy to affix Carey on the opposite wall “like a beetle on a 
card.” 



As a small footnote, there is also the matter of Patrick Cairn’s age. By the mid-1880s, Queequeg’s col-
leagues on the hunt no longer went after their prey on longboats, à la Moby Dick. Shooting (rather 
than arm-hurling) the har-
poon using cannon was far 
more practical and effec-
tive. Undoubtedly, there 
were still some using the 
old method. However, the 
Sea Unicorn was a steam-
ship, not an old-fashioned 
sailing ship, and more like-
ly to have been equipped 
with such a harpoon-
hurling cannon. 

An experienced harpooner 
like Cairns would have to 
have been of a certain age and possibly weaker. Would he then been able to hurl a harpoon with suf-
ficient force to transfix Black Peter? It could be argued, of course, that finding that his life was in dire 
danger allowed him to tap into that adrenalin-powered reservoir of extra strength that most people 
can access when facing a life-and-death situation. Black Peter was no shrinking violet; he was re-
nowned for his vicious and violent temper. This explanation might answer all these questions. 

Deep waters indeed… 

Some Unraveled Knitting 

There a few crucial loose threads haunting this case. 

First of all, who had a right to the securities? According to Neligan Jr., when the bank failed for a mil-
lion and ruined half the county families of Cornwall, Neligan Sr. picked up the securities and left. It 

is implied that the disgraced banker’s 
intentions were honorable, and that 
he took the securities ostensibly to 
convert them into cash for the bene-
fit of those who were harmed by the 
bank’s failure. 

If the securities belonged to the 
banker, he had a perfect right to do 
with them as he wished. Under those 
circumstances, turning over the re-
mainder to his son would have been 
proper. However, Junior tells us 
that, “It has always been said that my 
father stole [my italics] all the securi-
ties and fled. It is not true. It was his 
belief that if he were given time in 

which to realize them all would be well and every creditor paid in full.” If the securities had belonged 
to Neligan Sr. nobody would have accused him of stealing them. So who owned them? 

This was no beggarly sum; £1,000,000 is the equivalent of about $400,000,000 today. 

Second, why would Senior find it necessary to flee and cash the securities in another country? Why 
not tell those harmed by the bank’s failure, “Don’t worry, folks, I shall repay everything you lost from 



my own personal resources.” He would have been acclaim as a hero, even if the crash of the bank 
had been his fault. But this was not the case—he took the securities, assured his family that every-
thing would be fine, and skedaddled for Norway on his yacht without even a good-bye note, leaving 
his family to face the disgrace. 

Third, why Norway? It is very unlikely that such securities could not have been redeemable in any 
country! Proof of this is that Black Peter seemed to have no problem in turning them into cash. 

Although Cairns knew that the negotiable securities in the box that he took from Carey were valuable 
and convertible to cash, he seemed to be too ignorant about what to do next. However, he was no 
youth and was someone with 
experience of port cities and 
some of their shadier denizens. 
Surely he could have found 
someone willing to fence them 
for a hefty percentage of their 
value. Even if the deal had been 
30% or less of the total value he 
still would have come ahead. If 
Carey figured out how to cash 
some of the securities why 
would Cairns think he could not 
do the same? 

It would have been relatively 
simple for him to find out how, 
cash in on them, and leave the 
country before the authorities 
realized that they were back in circulation. Having said that, it seems as if the law was completely ig-
norant that the stolen securities were resurfacing when Black Peter began to cash them; it was a busi-
nessman friend of Neligan Jr. who told him that they were back into circulation, and not the authori-
ties.  

Finally and most puzzling, what was Holmes and Watson’s business in Norway? It could not have 
been connected with the securities, because neither Neligan Sr. nor the securities reached Norway. 
Although some Canon scholars argue that the trip was probably connected to the King of Scandina-
via, this seems unlikely, considering that we know this preceded SCAN in 1889. 

What else happened in 1895: 

Empire 

Freetown, Sierra Leone, granted municipal status and privileges. 

Anglo-French interests begin to conflict in Nile Valley. 

U.S. intervenes in Anglo-Venezuelan border dispute, arbitration in Britain's favor. 

Construction of Uganda railway commenced. 

British East Africa Company surrenders Kenya as British protectorate. 

 Jameson Raid in South Africa in 1895—failed attempt to overthrow the Afrikaans government. 

Britain 

First automobile exhibition in London. 



Electrification of first mainline railway. 

Liberals defeated at general election, Salisbury forms his third Unionist ministry. 

Compulsory retirement of aged Duke of Cambridge as C-in-C of British Army. 

London School of Economics and Political Science founded. 

World 

Germany, France, and Rus-
sia unite to compel Japan to 
return Liaotung peninsula 
to China. 

Treaty of Simonoseki, end 
of Sino-Japanese war. 

◄ Japan takes Formosa 
(now Taiwan). 

Cuban rebellions begin, 
U.S.A. protests brutal sup-
pression. 

Dreyfus refused new trial by 
French President Faure. 

National League founded in Poland; aimed at autonomy under Russian suzerainty. 

Nyssens Law extended to Belgian provinces and communes. 

Armenian demonstration in Constantinople leads to massacre of 50,000 Armenians. 

Frontiers of Pamirs fixed by commission of Russians, Afghans, and British. 

Introduction of diphtheria antitoxin. 

Completion of Kiel Canal (61 miles) makes Germany North Sea power. 

Volleyball invented. 

French troops capture Antananarivo in Magadascar. 

Abyssinia defeats Italy in the First Italo-Ethiopian War (1885-1896). 

Art 

◄ Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest debuts. Later that 
year, Wilde is imprisoned. 

Corelli publishes The Sorrows of Satan. 

H.G. Wells publishes The Time Machine. 

Science and Technology 

Wilhelm Konrad Röntgen, German physicist, experiments with 
Crooke's tubes and discovers X-rays. 

Ramsey obtains helium, first identified by its spectrum in the sun, 
in 1868. 

On December 28th, in the Hotel Scribe, in Paris, the first public cinema show takes place. 



Thomas Armat, of Washington, develops modern cinema projection. 

King Gillette (U.S.) invents safety razor. 

Guglielmo Marconi, an Italian electrical engineer, transmits the first wireless signal. 

Next week’s case: CHAS. 

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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