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“The Adventure of The Devil’s Foot” was first published 
in The Strand Magazine in December 1910. It is part of 
His Last Bow. 

Watson having been so unusually clear in his dating, the 
chronology for this case is unanimous as to the year, as is 

shown on the table. 

In 1897, year in which 
this case took place, 
Sherlock Holmes was 
43 years old and Doc-
tor John H. Watson 45. 

Main Characters: 

Dr. Leon Sterndale, 
noted lion hunter and 
African explorer. Mor-
timer Tregennis, bach-
elor lodging at the local 
vicarage. Owen and 
George Tregennis, 
Mortimer’s brothers. 
Brenda Tregennis, 
Mortimer’s sister. Mr. 
Roundhay, the local 
vicar, in whose house 
Mortimer Tregennis 
lives. Dr. Richards, the 
local physician. Mrs. 
Porter, housekeeper at Tredannick Wartha. 

Notable Quotes: 

To his sombre and cynical spirit all popular applause was always abhorrent, and nothing amused him 
more at the end of a successful case than to hand over the actual exposure to some orthodox official, 
and to listen with a mocking smile to the general chorus of misplaced congratulation. 

I received a telegram from Holmes last Tuesday—he has never been known to write where a tele-
gram would serve. 

“I thought I knew my Watson.”  

“How do you know that?” 
“I followed you.” 

An Inquiry into: 

“The Adventure of 
the Devil’s Foot” 



“I saw no one.” 
“That is what you may expect to see when I follow you.” 

Reticence to Publish 

More than once Watson has started his telling of a case by informing us that we would have had far 
more than a mere sixty cases to enjoy had it not been for Sherlock Holmes’ reticence at being the 
center of attention. According to our biographer it was this aspect of the Great Detective’s personality 
which led him to forbid the Good Doctor from publishing other cases without first getting his ap-

proval. It is rather obvious that 
Watson was unhappy under this 
restriction and happy to have his 
promise of silence lifted when he 
received the telegram suggesting he 
write about the “Cornish horror.” 

It has always seemed strange to me 
that Holmes, who was proud of his 
powers perhaps to the level or ar-
rogance, and not exactly averse to 
adulation—by Lestrade, for exam-
ple—would have exacted from his 
faithful friend and colleague such 
an iron-clad promise not to reveal 
to the world, as it turned out, the 
majority of his triumphs. Let us not 
forget that from the very beginning 
of their relationship Watson tells us 

that “I had already observed that he was as sensitive to flattery on the score of his art as any girl could 
be of her beauty.” 

It has been suggested that by the time he imposed such a restriction upon his friend, he was either at 
the peak of his career and no longer needed having his exploits revealed to the world and possible 
clients, or that he had retired to the Sussex Downs. 

Either of these possibilities seems contradicted by the fact that if, indeed, he was so set upon not be-
ing written about, why then would he seemingly without any apparent reason occasionally and out of 
the blue permit Watson to publish the facts of some particular case? It certainly was not at the latter’s 
request, because he tells us that Holmes’ telegram about this particular case surprised him to the ex-
tent that that he quickly retrieved his notes of the case to write it before the Great Detective had a 
chance to change his mind. 

Occasional Indiscretions? 

At the start of this case, Watson informs us that “Holmes’ iron constitution showed some symptoms of 
giving way in the face of constant hard work of a most exacting kind, aggravated, perhaps, by occa-
sional indiscretions of his own.” 

This opens world of questions. For example, exactly what was the “exacting work” referred to? Con-
sidering that by some counts there are some 140 unrecorded cases that have been casually mentioned 
in passing by Watson, and who knows how many others that he did not mention or perhaps even 
know about, it becomes chancy to speculate. 



Leaving DEVI aside, of all the cases set down in the Canon the only one that also took place in 1897 
was ABBE. Considering what we know about this particular case, it would be hyperbole to say that 
solving Sir Eustace Brackenstall’s murder imposed any great stress on our sleuth. 

One can only conclude that the condition in which Holmes found himself in 1897 occurred as a re-
sult of his mighty exertions in the solving of other major cases, of a very delicate nature, which would 

explain their absence from the Canon. Lest we forget, he solved conundrums for the French 
government as well as the Pope! 

Regarding the indiscretions mentioned by the Good Doctor, one cannot eliminate the possibility of a 
reversion to the use of a seven-percent solution. Watson himself feared this, writing in MISS, For years 
I had gradually weaned him from that drug mania which had threatened once to check his remarkable career. 
Now I knew that under ordinary conditions he no longer craved for this artificial stimulus, but I was well aware 
that the fiend was not dead, but sleeping; and I have known that the sleep was a light one and the waking near 
when in periods of idleness I have seen the drawn look upon Holmes’s ascetic face, and the brooding of his deep-set 
and inscrutable eyes. 

However, we have been told by Watson and Holmes himself that he only resorted to opioid stimula-
tion when time he did not have any case to work on for an extended period of time. Because we 
know that the source of the breakdown of his “iron” constitution resulted from very hard work it may 
be safely deduced that while Holmes was busy, especially with a difficult case, he required no artificial 
stimulant. So one is left wondering what Watson might have been referring to when he referenced 
the Great Detective’s “occasional indiscretions.”  



In any case, whatever Sherlock Holmes’ other indiscretions may have been, his biographer was cor-
rect in not mentioning them. 

After all, it was Holmes’ business, not ours. 

Radix pedis diaboli 

Generations of Canon scholars have wondered exactly 
what kind of botanical nightmare Leon Sterndale brought 
back with him from Africa. All Watson tells us is that the 
devil’s foot is a West African plant with a root shaped like a 
foot—half human, half goat-like, and that burning the 
reddish-brown snuff-like powder from this root causes 
madness and death if inhaled. 

No such thing as the devil’s-foot root seems to have found 
its way either into the pharmacopeia or the literature of 
toxicology. However, in an interesting short article pub-
lished in 1990 in The New York Times, Victoria John, associ-
ate director of information services at the Brooklyn Botan-
ic Garden, and Dr. Lothian Lynas, a researcher at the New 
York Botanical Garden in the Bronx, were asked about 
radix pedis diaboli. 

Neither could find any reference to such a plant in either 
the botanical or pharmacological literature; however, Dr. 
Lynas revealed an interesting parallel: ‘‘The closest name 
in the literature would be the ‘devil’s shoestrings,’ a plant 
used to expel intestinal worms, but nothing that would 
cause madness and death.’’ 

Probably the closest thing to mirror the devil’s foot’s effects 
is lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD). However, its results are not necessarily fatal, unless the user de-
cides to spread his or her wings and fly over the Grand Canyon. 

Some things are just best left alone. 

Dr. Leon Sterndale’s Crime 

Without a doubt, Dr. Leon Sterndale is one of 
the Canon’s more interesting and compelling 
characters. This may be attributed to the tragic 
and churning undercurrent that perpetually 
haunted him, resulting from the dreadful fate 
of the woman he so deeply loved. 

The subject of Sterndale’s revenge and 
Holmes’ reaction to it has prompted heated 
discussion among generations of Canon schol-
ars. 

Some think that although  Sterndale was terri-
bly wronged and had a valid reason to do what 
he did, regardless of how foul Tregennis’ ac-
tions may have been he (as well as Holmes, af-

terwards) had no right to take the law into his own hands by taking unto himself the rôle of judge 
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and executioner. Retribution, they argue, should have been left to the machinery of the law. His use 
of such a dreadful instrument of vengeance puts him (in the consideration of these scholars) far be-
yond the pale. Paradoxically, it is possible that had Sterndale used a more traditional murder in-
strument, such an axe, instead of radix pedis diaboli it might have made a difference in their conclu-
sions. 

On the other hand, when one considers the nature of Tregennis’ monstrous crime—particularly his 
choice (with absolute malice of aforethought) of the appalling weapon that he used to accomplish his 
plans, his actions cannot, by any extent of the imagination, be viewed in a completely impartial way. 
This is why it is argued 
that one may easily ap-
ply, with a clear con-
science, the philosophy 
of Gilbert and Sullivan’s 
Mikado: “Let the pun-
ishment fit the crime.” 

A further complication 
precisely lies upon his 
choice of weapon. 
Sterndale put it best: 
“Should I appeal to the 
law? Where were my 
proofs? I knew that the 
facts were true, but 
could I help to make a 
jury of countrymen be-
lieve so fantastic a sto-
ry? I might or I might 
not. But I could not 
afford to fail. My soul 
cried out for revenge.” The only certain way of demonstrating the veracity of his story would have 
been by letting the members of the jury personally experience the effects of the dreaded root. 

Considering all this, like Holmes undoubtedly did, one must ask oneself what would have been the 
good of having the aging lion hunter crushed by the gears of an unsympathetic, unforgiving legal 
apparatus. It must also be recognized that, unlike Tregennis, Sterndale he did not harm an innocent 
person. Finally, there is the fact that he still could do some good in the Dark Continent. Commenting 
on the legal maxim, Fīat jūstitia ruat cœlum (“Let justice be done though the heavens fall”), Mr. Justice 
Blackstone, that genius of British Common Law, considered it unwise to blindly apply his legal max-
im to its fullest. He reasoned that when the heavens do begin to shake, one should extend a reasona-
ble, steadying hand and stop them from collapsing. 

Some also view Holmes disapprovingly for making a decision that was not his to take when he acted 
as judge and jury and exonerated the explorer. He has also been brought to task for sympathizing 
with the lion hunter’s actions: “I have never loved, Watson, but if I did and if the woman I loved had 
met such an end, I might act even as our lawless lion-hunter has done.” 

In my estimation, it is patently unfair to fault the Great Detective for following the dictates of his con-
science. Such a decision often requires considerably more courage to do so than choosing the easier, 
well-accepted traveled road. It is no sin for someone for individually to assess guilt; especially when it 
results in placing Justice above the Law. Holmes said it best under similar circumstances, “Once or 
twice in my career I feel that I have done more real harm by my discovery of the criminal than ever 



he had done by his crime. I have learned caution now, and I had rather play tricks with the law of 
England than with my own conscience.” 

Solomon himself could not have done any better. 

 

Murray’s Bivouac 

The Dweller upon the Threshold 

Recalling his sensations while under the effects of the devil’s foot 
root, Watson wrote the following: “…my mind told me that in this 
cloud, unseen as yet, but about to spring out upon my appalled sens-
es, lurked all that was vaguely horrible, all that was monstrous and 
inconceivably wicked in the universe. Vague shapes swirled and 
swam amid the dark cloud-bank, each a menace and a warning of 
something coming, the advent of some unspeakable dweller upon the 
threshold, whose very shadow would blast my soul.” 

Fortunately, upon seeing Holmes’ horrified face, Watson was 
shocked back to sanity and got his friend away before the results of 
the drug became permanent. 

The concept of the Dweller upon the Threshold is a reference to a 
supposed invisible and generally malevolent entity that may attach 
itself to a human being. The theosophist, Helena Blavatsky wrote that she believed it to be “the dis-
carded astral double of an individual in a previous incarnation that may have not fully disintegrated 
yet when that individual is reborn.  Thus the dweller will be drawn to the new incarnated personality 

due to their affinity.” 

Sometimes called the Guardian of the Threshold, this 
theosophical concept must have been well known by the 
Literary Agent who doubtless mentioned it to Doctor 
Watson, thereby planting in his mind the seed of what 
would become a monstrous vision stimulated by the ef-
fects of the deadly root. 

This concept was not unknown to Howard Phillips 
Lovecraft, the American writer of weird, science, fanta-
sy, and horror fiction best known for his creation of the 
Cthulhu Mythos: Yog-Sothoth knows the gate. Yog-Sothoth is 
the gate. Yog-Sothoth is the key and guardian of the gate. Past, 
present, future, all are one in Yog-Sothoth. He knows where 
the Old Ones broke through of old, and where they shall break 
through again. He knows where they have trod earth's fields, 
and where they still tread them, and why no one can behold 
them as they tread.  

In his book, The History and Power of Mind, published in 
1902, the occultist Richard Ingalese, wrote the following about this subject: 

Yog-Sothoth, the guardian of the gate. From The 
Necronomicon, also referred to as the Book of the 
Dead. 



These "dwellers on the threshold" are what we all have to face when we contact the psychic realm, and 
not only do the students of Occultism have to meet them, but the whole human race, as it develops, 
must come in contact with this realm. So let us see who and what these "dwellers on the threshold are. 
Many of them are detached objective minds. We have seen in another lecture how the objective and 
subjective minds were united and became men. We also saw that a battle has to be waged between the-
se two minds when the subjective awakens, and undertakes control of its affairs. In the course of time 
the fight between these two minds can become so tremendous that there sometimes comes a cleavage be-
tween the two, and the subjective conquers its lower mind, making of it a tractable vehicle. But some-
times the objective mind is stronger than the subjective, and refuses to be governed. Then it is that a 
separation comes, and the objective mind, strong in its victory, becomes detached from its subjective. 
The subjective, being unwilling to remain under the dominion of its objective mind, strong in its vic-
tory, becomes detached from its subjective. The subjective, being unwilling to remain under the do-
minion of its objective mind, leaves to its ultimate destruction, and goes back into the Infinite, to rest 
until another Cosmic Day shall come, when it can start forth with a new objective mind. 

This rebellious objective mind is so strong that it may continue to occupy its physical body for several 
years after the separation, and goes through the remainder of that life the semblance of a human be-
ing, but devoid of moral character. When it excarnates and its body is destroyed, it may or may not be 
strong enough to reincarnate. If it does, then it will be of an intellectual animal nature, with no con-
cept\ion of morality or spirituality. In case that it is not strong enough to reincarnate, it becomes a 
"dweller upon the threshold," an individualized consciousness upon the subjective side of life, invisi-
ble to the physical eyes of men, but active in its destructive desires and purposes. It becomes one of the 
many unpleasant forces or entities which we have to come in contact with when we reach the physical 
realm. 

We may gather from all this that the “entity” that Watson hallucinated was a truly formidable and 
terrifying being, well-capable of blasting all sanity from a person’s soul. 

 

What else happened in 1897: 

Empire 

◄ Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. 

Benin Expedition, a punitive expedition with a force of 
1,200 under Admiral Sir Harry Rawson captures, burns, 
and loots Benin City, bringing to an end the West Afri-
can Kingdom of Benin. Much of the country’s art, in-
cluding the Benin Bronzes, was destroyed, looted, or 
dispersed. 

General Kitchener occupies Berber, North of Khartoum. 

Uprising on India’s Northwest Frontier. 

First Women’s Institute in the world; established at 
Stoney Creek, Canada. 

Britain 

Sir Henry Tate presents the Tate Gallery to the nation. 

Northern Polytechnic, Holloway Road, opens. 



Blackwall Tunnel opens. 

Report of Royal Commission (Eversley) on agricultural depression. 

On September 10, 1897, a 25-year-old London taxi driver named George Smith becomes the first 
person ever arrested for drunk driving after slamming his cab into a building. Smith later pleaded 
guilty and was fined 25 shillings. 

Employers’ Liability Act: responsibility for injuries to and compensation of employees injured at 
work. 

Royal Automobile Club, London. 

Trunk telephone lines transferred to control of the GPO. 

Trained nurses only to be employed in hospitals. 

World 

Mathieu Dreyfus discovers that the document on which his brother, Alfred, was convicted was actual-
ly written by Major M.C. Esterhazy. 

Visit of French President Faure to St. Petersburg ce-
ments Franco-Russian Alliance. 

Possibly the most severe quake in history strikes Assam, 
India. Shock waves are felt over an area size of Europe. 

Dr. Karl Wolfert and his mechanic are killed in Ger-
many when their dirigible, powered by a Daimler car 
engine, crashes on its fourth flight. 

◄ Stars and Stripes Forever by John Phillip Sousa is per-
formed for the first time in Philadelphia. 

In Austria a giant Ferris wheel, designed by Walter 
Bassett of England, opens in Vienna. It was built in the 
Wurstelprater amusement park to commemorate the 
50th anniversary of the accession of Emperor Franz 
Joseph to the Habsburg throne. 

Swede Saloman Andrée and two companions, Knute 
Fraenkle and Nils Strindberg, in the Ornen balloon are 
forced down after 64 hours in the first expedition to fly 
by balloon across the North Pole. Their attempt to re-
turn ended on White Island. Their fate was later dis-
covered in 1930, by Norwegian whalers. 

The gold-laden ship Excelsior from Alaska lands in San Francisco. Seattle mayor W.D. Wood was visit-
ing and immediately resigns his job, hires a ship, and organizes an expedition from San Francisco to 
the Yukon Territory. The steamer Portland arrives into Seattle from Alaska with 68 prospectors carry-
ing more than a ton of gold. The Seattle Post-Intelligencer announces the arrival of men with gold from 
Alaska. This unleashes the Klondike gold rush and tens of thousands headed for the Yukon. The 
Klondike gold rush gave America and Canada a psychological boost in getting the economy moving 
again after the terrible depression that followed the 1893 crash. 

Amelia Earhart is born in Kansas. First woman to fly solo across the Atlantic, disappears in the South 
Pacific while trying to fly around the world. 

William McKinley inaugurated as U.S. president. 



King of Korea proclaims himself emperor; lasts until 1910. 

Adolph Ochs of the New York Times publishes for the first time his slogan “All the News That’s Fit to 
Print.” 

Grant’s Tomb is dedicated. 

Russia occupies Port Arthur. 

Two German missionaries murdered in Shantung; Germany occupies Kiao-chow, in north China. 

Universal suffrage introduced in Austria. 

Crete proclaims union with Greece; Turkey declares war on Greece and is defeated in Thessaly. Aus-
tro-Russian treaty on Balkans relaxes tensions created by this 30-day war between Greece and Tur-
key in Macedonia. 

Art 

The Vienna Secession is founded by artists Gustav 
Klimt (1862-1918), Koloman Moser, Josef Hoff-
mann, Joseph Maria Olbrich, Max Kurzweil, and 
others. The movement rebelled against the senti-
mental academic painting of the 19th century. 

Conrad publishes Nigger of the Narcissus. 

◄ Brams Stoker writes Dracula. 

Kipling, Captains Courageous. 

H.G. Wells publishes The Invisible Man. 

Rostand publishes Cyrano de Bergerac. 

Paul Dukas debuts The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. 

Gauguin paints Girls Bathing in Tahiti. 

Toulouse-Lautrec paints Marcelle. 

Science and Technology 

Physicist Sir Joseph John Thomson describes the electron as a particle of negative charge whose mo-
tion constitutes electricity at a meeting of the Royal Institution in London. He worked on cathode 
rays and identified electrons, charged particles smaller than the hydrogen atom. 

Henry Havelock Ellis publishes Studies in Psychology of Sex. 

Ramsay discovers the inert atmospheric gases xenon, krypton, and neon. 

Felix Hoffmann, a German worker for Bayer, rediscovered aspirin (acetyl salicylic acid), the active 
ingredient of the willow plant’s (salicin). In 1832 a French chemist named Charles Gergardt had ex-
periments with salicin and created salicylic acid. On March 6, 1899, Bayer registered “Aspirin” as a 
trademark. 

J. McCreary patents an air-washer intended to purify air in a building; beginning of air-conditioning. 

Diesel engine invented. 

Sir Ronald Ross, bacteriologist, identifies the causes of malaria and studies the disease. 

Photographs first taken using artificial light. 

Paris Métro opens. 



Barthelot publishes Thermochemie, extending his Méchanique chimique (1878). 

Beginning of Monotype system of typesetting. 

 

Next week’s case: REDC. 

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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