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“The Adventure of the Retired Colourman” first ran in 
Liberty Magazine on December 18, 1926. It was later pub-
lished in The Strand Magazine, on January 1927. It is part 
of The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes. 

It bears the most dubious distinction of being the last 
Sherlock Holmes story that Doctor John H. Watson 
wrote. 

As the table shows, our chronologists unanimously agree that 1898 is the year in which this case took 
place. In 1898, Sherlock 
Holmes would have been 
44 years old and Doctor 
John H. Watson 46. 

Main Characters: 

Josiah Amberley, the re-
tired colourman and 
Holmes’ client. Mrs. Am-
berley, Josiah’s young 
wife. Dr. Ray Ernest, chess 
partner of Josiah, and his 
wife’s lover. Mr. Barker, a 
private investigator, who is 
Holmes’ rival. Mr. J.C. 
Elman, Little Purlington’s 
vicar. Inspector McKin-
non, a clever police officer. 

Notable Quotes: 

 “But is not all life pathetic 
and futile? Is not his story 
a microcosm of the whole? 
We reach. We grasp. And 
what is left in our hands at 
the end? A shadow. Or 
worse than a shadow—
misery.” 

“He has been sent on by the Yard. Just as medical men occasionally send their incurables to a quack.” 

“With your natural advantages, Watson, every lady is your helper and accomplice.” 

“Amberley excelled at chess—one mark, Watson, of a scheming mind.” 

An Inquiry into: 

“The Adventure of the 
Retired Colourman” 



“Burglary has always been an alternative profession had I cared to adopt it, and I have little doubt 
that I should have come to the front.” 

The Doctor’s Quest for Data 

This is not the only time in which we have seen our biographer being sent off on an investigative 
quest by the Great Detective. 

Alas, as usual, according to Holmes, all of poor Watson’s efforts were pointless. Many have wondered 
why our sleuth bothered to send his friend off on fact-finding missions. It seems as if Holmes invaria-
bly distrusts and double checks the Good Doctor’s efforts. 

A crude definition of insanity characterizes it as doing the exact same thing over and over again with 
expectations of getting a different result. Inevitably, one must wonder why, if Watson’s efforts always 
fell short of the mark, our sleuth continues to send him on these ineffectual, time-wasting errands, 
knowing all the time that he will have to do the actual work. 

A logical explanation might be that these pointless quests are more than anything else poetic license 
on Watson’s part: by falsely portraying himself as being denser than lead he magnified his friend’s 

brilliance. Holmes himself ap-
pears to have recognized this 
when he wrote in LION, “Thus I 
must act as my own chronicler. 
Ah! had he but been with me, 
how much he might have made 
of so wonderful a happening and 
of my eventual triumph against 
every difficulty!” 

Regarding Watson’s efforts, 
Sherlock Holmes doth protest 
too much, methinks. Even if he 
gets a little impatient with his 
friend’s descriptive tendencies 
(“Cut out the poetry, Watson. I 
note that it was a high brick 
wall.”), on more than one occa-
sion he has found the Good Doc-
tor’s efforts to have been of val-
ue. In this case, although Watson 
did not make love to every bar-
maid in the area, as Holmes 
pointed out, “With your natural 
advantages, Watson, every lady is 
your helper and accomplice. 
What about the girl at the post-
office, or the wife of the green-
grocer? I can picture you whis-
pering soft nothings with the 

young lady at the Blue Anchor, and receiving hard somethings in exchange. All this you have left 
undone,” he found at least part of the information to be useful. 

It is worth noticing, regardless, that this time around our detective was not quite biting as usual in his 
disapproval of Watson’s efforts: “Don’t be hurt, my dear fellow. You know that I am quite imperson-



al. No one else would have done better. Some possibly not so well.” It would seem as if our legendary 
sleuth was trying to spare his friend’s feelings. However if, as he pointed out, no one else could have 
done better, why would he send Watson in the first place? 

It appears that Holmes’ concern for Watson’s self-esteem did not stop there, because later on, when 
discussing the case with Inspector MacKinnon he lauds (excessively perhaps?) the part that his friend 
played in its solution: “You can thank Dr. Watson’s observation of that. . . . Another of Dr. Watson’s 
bull’s-eyes. . . . He allowed my astute friend to notice the number of his seat.” 

Then in HOUN we have a very revealing exchange when Holmes reveals that he did not leave for 
London as he had led Watson to believe: 

“Then my reports have all been wasted!”—My voice trembled as I recalled the pains and the pride 
with which I had composed them. 

Holmes took a bundle of papers from his pocket. 

“Here are your reports, my dear fellow, and very well thumbed, I assure you. I made excellent ar-
rangements, and they are only delayed one day upon their way. I must compliment you exceedingly 
upon the zeal and the intelligence which you have shown over an extraordinarily difficult case.” 

By no extent of the imagination could Doctor John H. Watson be described as a fool. The only ex-
planation that fits and explains all these facts is that in his recording of Sherlock Holmes’ cases Wat-
son purposefully submerged his own perspicacity to make the center of his literary efforts seem even 
more formidable to the reader. 

Unquestionably, Watson’s contributions to the Great Partnership were far, far more crucial than we 
have been given to believe. 

Speaking of “Natural Advantages” 

Regardless of the fact that on more than one occasion Holmes has, slightly jokingly perhaps, referred 
to Watson as a ladies’ man, there does 
not seem to be a single instance in the 
Canon where we see our medico using 
his so-called “natural advantages” to 
help out in a case. Not only that, but in 
every contact he had with the fair sex 
we witness him deporting himself as a 
perfect gentleman. Paradoxically, the 
same cannot be said of his celebrated 
companion. 

In fact, if we are going to talk about 
someone using his personal attraction 
on the fair sex, we must recall that it was 
Holmes who, in CHAS, for example, 
behaved in an exceedingly caddish fash-
ion by seducing a vulnerable woman in 
order to obtain needed information 

through her. His behavior was so deplorable, that Watson cold not contain himself: 

“But the girl, Holmes?” 

He shrugged his shoulders. 



“You can’t help it, my dear Watson. You must play your cards as best you can when such a stake is 
on the table. However, I rejoice to say that I have a hated rival who will certainly cut me out the 
instant that my back is turned.  

Heartless indeed! 

No Canon student can deny that without a doubt Watson had an eye for the ladies; all one needs to 
see is how he describes them. However, this interest in the opposite sex does not appear to have been 
more pronounced than that of any reasonably 
healthy male of his age. His actual behavior seems to 
tell a different story, which would seem to indicate 
that his statement regarding “an experience of wom-
en which extends over many nations and three sepa-
rate continents,” may have been somewhat of an ex-
aggeration. 

In fact, Watson comes across as being shy. His behav-
ior towards Mary Morstan proves this. While it is true 
that part of it was a result of the fact that it was very 
likely that she would become one of the richest wom-
en in England, while at the time he was just an inval-
idated soldier on a penurious pension not quite 
ready yet to resume his civilian profession. Personally, I think that Watson was shy and became easily 
confused in his personal dealings with an attractive lady. As he recollects of the time he was trying to 
distract her mind from the matters at hand in SIGN, “I told her one moving anecdote as to how a 
musket looked into my tent at the dead of night, and how I fired a double-barrelled tiger cub at it.” 

The Hated Rival 

Watson was remiss in his extremely sketchy presentation 
of Mr. Barker, described by Holmes as “my hated rival 
upon the Surrey shore.” It is very possible that Holmes 
was being facetious in describing Barker that way. Un-
questionably he thought well of the man and respected 
him. He does not hesitate to comment to MacKinnon, “He 
has several good cases to his credit, has he not, Inspec-
tor?” MacKinnon’s reserved reply appears to be quite re-
vealing: “He has certainly interfered several times.” To 
which Holmes adds, “His methods are irregular, no 
doubt, like my own. The irregulars are useful sometimes, 
you know.” 

To a certain extent fueled by Watson’s literary output, 
there had to have been a number of young men (and pos-
sibly even young women) attempting to follow in the Great 
Detective’s footsteps and trying to apply his methods. 

Mr. Barker is one of the little side-mysteries of this story. 
Who was he, really? Was he an actual rival of the Great 
Detective or an agent of that mysterious organization that 
included the Baker Street irregulars, Shinwell Johnson, 
and Langdale Pike among others? 

We are told that Barker had “been working independent-
ly,” while Holmes states that the man had “done nothing save what I told him.” Which was it, then? 



He might have been an advanced student of the Great Detective’s methods and have previously ap-
proached Holmes as an apprentice would his master. Not uncharacteristically so, Watson is unclear 
on the matter. 

But, of course, there is only one Sherlock Holmes! 

The Embittered Josiah Amberley 

Although Josiah Amberley is the story’s raison d’être, he is one of those Canonical characters that one 
wishes our biographer had fleshed out a little more. Without a doubt, Amberley is a far more com-
plex person than he appears to be. Nobody is born so full of hatred as he was—time takes care of this 
transformation. It would have been interesting (although probably superfluous when telling a story), 
to learn more about the man’s life previous to the time of this case. In A Christmas Carol we learn what 
it was that derailed Scrooge from the human race. What was it in Amberley’s existence that turned 

him into the miserly embittered 
man that he was; for example, 
how did he lose the leg—illness or 
accident? 

One gets the impression that our 
colourman led a very harsh and 
difficult existence, and that noth-
ing ever came to him easily; he 
had to fight and struggle for eve-
rything he was able to accomplish. 
Later in life, when he finally re-
tired with his small fortune of 
£7,000 (≈$2,600,000) he may 
have thought that it would make 
up for his homeliness and 
crippledness and he sought a 
wife. He made the mistake that 
those unused to women (or to 

men) make by seeking a far younger mate. Although such marriages were not uncommon back then 
(and even now) he probably would have fared better with someone closer to his own age, not two 
decades younger. 

The treatment of his wife shows that he had little—if any—practical acquaintance with any compan-
ion, let alone the gentle sex. Possibly, his only experience with women originated from occasional vis-
its to certain establishments in the stricken East End. This would explain much; including the possi-
bility of his having been infected with a sexually transmitted disease. Watson’s description shows him 
to us as malformed and abnormal. He has a curved back and spindly legs. His disposition is miserly, 
niggardly, jealous, unpleasant, combative, and argumentative. This constellation of symptoms could 
discreetly describe some of the more unpleasant effects of advanced syphilis. 

Had Amberley loosened the purse strings and tried to have fun with his wife, perhaps even travel the 
world—all of which would have been affordable to him—perhaps he might have had some sort of a 
conversion. As it turned out, it was already too late and what could have been if not love, at least ten-
derness, mutated into hate. 

Obviously, Amberley had serious mental problems; an example of this is found in a clear deficiency 
in judgment made worse by a full measure of hubris, proven by his going beyond just putting one 
over on Scotland Yard and consulting the Great Detective about his wife’s “disappearance.” Absurdly, 
he thought he could actually outwit the famous Sherlock Holmes. 



This provides a key to his absurd behavior. Was this “pure swank” as our detective described it, or a 
subconscious desire to be caught? Something similar, perhaps, to what today we call “suicide by po-

lice”? 

Paradoxically, Amberley 
seriously considered the 
possibility that he was 
not going to get away 
with his crime. The fact 
that he prepared him-
self for failure by pro-
curing a suicide pill 
shows that he was not 
certain that he would be 
successful, possibly con-
tradicting the “pure 
swank” theory. By pre-
venting him from poi-
soning himself, Holmes 
preserved him to be 
crushed by the massive 
and unforgiving gears 

of justice. If found sane, he would have been accused and tried for double murder in the first degree 
ending with a hemp necktie and a short drop; if found to be non compos mentis it would have meant 
permanent accommodations in Broadmoor Hospital, England’s oldest high-security psychiatric sana-
torium. He would have been condemned to spend the balance of his days among the criminally in-
sane, subjected to the severe (and oftentimes cruel) discipline with which the mentally insane were 
treated back then. 

Holmes’ grim observation at the beginning of the story perfectly describes Amberley’s circumstances: 

“But is not all life pathetic and futile? Is not his story a microcosm of the whole? We reach. We 
grasp. And what is left in our hands at the end? A shadow. Or worse than a shadow—misery.” 

What else happened in 1898: 

Empire 

Battle of Omdurman in Sudan. Kitchner defeats Mahdi and Dervishes, avenges General Gordon’s 
death. Fully establishes British rule over Sudan. 

Curzon becomes Viceroy of India. 

Britain secures lease of the Wei-hei-wei territory from China. 

Yukon Territory of Canada established, Dawson chosen as capital 

Franco-British tension following Fashoda Incident, the climax of imperial territorial disputes be-
tween Britain and France in Eastern Africa. A French expedition to Fashoda on the White Nile river 
seekst to gain control of the Upper Nile river basin and thereby exclude Britain from the Sudan. 

Introduction of Imperial Penny Postage. 

China leases Hong Kong’s new territories to the United Kingdom for 99 years 

British goods given preferential tariff in Canada. 

Congo railway completed to Stanley Pools. 

Broadmoor Asylum, main entrance. 



Britain 

Electrification of underground railway from Mansion House to Waterloo. 

First escalator at Harrods. 

University of London Act reorganizes it as a teaching university. 

Agitation against growth of ritualistic practices in the Church of England. 

World 

Workmen’s Social Democratic Party formed in Russia. 

Caleb Bradham renames his carbonated soft drink “Pepsi-Cola.” 

◄ Powers appoint Prince George of Greece as High Commissioner in Crete, 
under Turkish suzerainty. 

“Hundred Days of Reform” in China. Deposition of Kuang-Hsu and rein-
statement of Dowager Empress, suppression of reform. 

U.S. annexes Hawaii. 

Tsar Nikolay II expels Jews from major Russian cities. 

First Navy Law is passed by the German Reichstag 

End of state of debtor nation for U.S.A., existing since 1783, $500 million foreign investments. 

Work begins on Aswan Dam. 

Germany’s Tirpitz plan. 

Military draft introduced in Holland. 

Émile Zola’s J’Accuse—an open letter addressed to President Félix Faure of France, published in the 
newspaper L’Aurore by the influential writer, in 
which he accused the government of anti-Semitism 
in the unlawful jailing of Alfred Dreyfus, an Army 
General Staff officer sentenced to lifelong penal 
servitude for espionage. Zola was prosecuted for, 
and found guilty of, libel and fled to England, re-
turning home the following year. 

◄ USS Maine blows up in Havana Harbor, Span-
ish-American War begins, Spain defeated at Santia-
go and Manila. Treaty of Paris ends war, Cuba in-

dependent, U.S.A. acquires Philippines. A year later, Rudyard Kipling dedicates his poem, Take Up 
the White Man’s Burden to the United States. 

German fleet seizes Kiachow, secures 99-year lease from China. 

U.S. Congress passes the Private Mailing Card Act, allowing private publishers and printers to pro-
duce postcards, had to be labelled “Private Mailing Cards” until 1901, known as “souvenir cards.” 

Foundation of Flottverein (Navy League) in Germany, Reichstag passes first Navy Act. 

Swiss railways nationalized. 

Will Kellogg invents Corn Flakes 

U.S. Congress passes a fifty-million-dollar bill to strengthen the military. 



The International Conference of Rome for the Social Defense against Anarchists opens. 

Empress Elizabeth of Austria is assassinated by Luigi Lucheni 

First auto insurance policy in the U.S. issued by Travelers Insurance Co. 

Severe food riots in Italy. 

Russia secures 25-year lease of Port Arthur from China. 

Art 

Wells’ War of the Worlds. 

Wilde’s Ballad of Reading Gaol. 

Science and Technology 

Pickering, using photography, discovers nine of Saturn’s 
moons. 

First telephone message from a submerged submarine. 

◄ Curies discover radium and polonium. 

Winton Motor Carriage Company publishes the first known 
automobile ad in Scientific American using the headline “dis-
pense with a horse.” 

First record of myxmatosis—a rabbit disease. 

Ramsay discovers xenon, krypton, and neon, inert atmos-
pheric gases. 

Rudolf Diesel demonstrates his engine, which requires no sparkplugs. 

M.J. Owens, U.S.A., designs automatic bottle-making machine. 

Marconi establishes wireless communication between Bournemouth and the Isle of Wight. 

French quick-firing “75” gun produced. 

K. Shiga, Japan, discovers bacillus of dysentery. 

Konstantin Tsiolkovski states principles of rocket propulsion. 

Next week’s case: VEIL. 

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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