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“The Adventure of the Cardboard Box” was first published 
in The Strand Magazine in January 1893.It is part of The 
Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes. 

The chronology for this case varies, depending on which 
Canon expert one consults. Their 
estimates are shown on the table. 

If the case took place in 1888, as 
the majority states, then at the time 
Sherlock Holmes would have been 
34 years old and Doctor John H. 
Watson 36. 

Main Characters: 

Susan Cushing, a quiet and ex-
tremely respectable retiring spin-
ster. Sarah Cushing, Susan’s sister, 
an unscrupulous proud, fiery wom-
an. Mary Browner, née Cushing), 
the third Cushing sister, James 
Browner’s wife. James Browner, 
Mary’s husband, a passionate, 
heavy-drinking ship’s steward. Alec 
Fairbairn, an attractive, swaggering 
competitor for Mary’s affection. In-
spector Giles Lestrade, Scotland 
Yard detective. 

Notable Quotes: 

He loved to lie in the very centre of 
five millions of people, with his filaments stretching out and running through them, responsive to 
every little rumour or suspicion of unsolved crime. 

Appreciation of nature found no place among his many gifts, and his only change was when he 
turned his mind from the evil-doer of the town to track down his brother of the country. 

“That [Lestrade] may be safely trusted to do, for although he is absolutely devoid of reason, he is as 
tenacious as a bulldog when he once understands what he has to do, and, indeed, it is just this tenaci-
ty which has brought him to the top at Scotland Yard.” 

“I should prefer that you do not mention my name at all in connection with the case, as I choose to 
be only associated with those crimes which present some difficulty in their solution.” 

An Inquiry into: 

“The Adventure of 
the Cardboard Box” 



“What is the meaning of it, Watson? What object is served by this circle of misery and violence and 
fear? It must tend to some end, or else our universe is ruled by chance, which is unthinkable. But 
what end? There is the great standing perennial problem to which human reason is as far from an 
answer as ever.” 

Politics 

A little vignette of this case opens up a field of discussion. As the case opens, we are told that Watson 
found his morning paper uninteresting because “Parliament had risen.” Having just experienced a 
surfeit of political nonsense Watson’s disappointment might be interpreted to indicate that our Biog-

rapher was somewhat of a political 
creature: he obviously was inter-
ested in the goings-on of the 
Mother of All Parliaments. 

Although unquestionably (at least 
the American Hounds) we are 
barely over a contentious series of 
elections, it might be interesting 
to—briefly—hypothesize about 
our two friends’ political views. 

I posit that it is not unlikely that 
Watson favored the conservative 
side of the political spectrum. 
Most military men (certainly the 
officer class) and gentlemen of the 
time favored the more traditional 
views. 

Holmes strikes me as being more liberal than his companion. His comment about the board schools 
in NAVA is very revealing: “Light-houses, my boy! Beacons of the future! Capsules with hundreds of 
bright little seeds in each, out of which will spring the wiser, better England of the future.” 

Surely our sleuth realized that the board schools, which were intended to better educate the poor of 
British society, would eventually blur class distinctions by producing a more educated and informed 
population. 

A Scarcity of Shillings 

At the beginning of this adventure Watson tells us not only that “Parliament had risen” but that “eve-
rybody was out of town.” From this one may deduce that unlike 
Holmes, at the time, the Good Doctor had a group of friends with 
whom he regularly got together. Perhaps they met at the club for an 
evening of cards, enjoyed a few games of billiards, or frequented the 
turf to put a few shillings on some equine’s nose. Perhaps the latter ex-
plains why an insufficiency in Watson’s funds marooned him in Lon-
don. 

Back then, Holmes was a completely different creature. Any relation-
ship that not directly related to his work was of little or no importance. 
This is unmistakably depicted in FIVE, when Watson suggested that 
perhaps it was one of Holmes’ friends ringing the door at such a late 
hour, “Except yourself I have none. I do not encourage visitors,” re-
plied the Great Detective. Over the years, however, our sleuth seems to have mellowed, as he himself 



sets down in LION that he had become good friends with Harold Stackhurst and that “we could 
drop in on each other in the evenings without an invitation.” He also tells us that he would regularly 
go out swimming with Fitzroy McPherson. 

Ears, Ears, Ears 

Based on his observation of the shape of Susan Cushing’s ears, 
Holmes deduced her relationship to one of the loose ears rattling in 
the cardboard box. This was not the only instance in which our 
sleuth has found the study and observation of ears useful. We see 
him doing this in GLOR, REDH, and, of course, HOUN: “My eyes 
have been trained to examine faces and not their trimmings. It is the 
first quality of a criminal investigator that he should see through a 
disguise . . . . A study of family portraits is enough to convert a man 
to the doctrine of reincarnation.” For anyone who has not studied 
the subject as deeply as Holmes obvious has, this would not have 
been the hook from which to hang such an important deduction. All 
we laymen observe is that ears, like fingerprints, are not identical or 
even similar even between identical twins. 

Lestrade, Our Favorite Blockhead 

 “You cannot effect an arrest until to-morrow night at the earliest. I should prefer that you do not 
mention my name at all in connection with the case, as I choose to be only associated with those 
crimes which present some difficulty in their solution,” Holmes tells Lestrade, again letting him take 

all the credit for his investigations. 

Watson gives us a wonderful account of 
the Great Detective’s use not only of his 
deductive abilities, but of his senses as 
well. He notices the knot on the twine 
as well as the smell of tar on it and the 
coffee scent on the wrapper. He also 
detects the absence of the scent of carbol-
ic or rectified spirits which would be 
used as a medical preservative. 

Considering all this, it is nothing short 
of astonishing that Lestrade would have 
had the effrontery of criticizing Sher-
lock Holmes’ methods and conclusions. 
One cannot help but wonder whether 
Lestrade was as “absolutely devoid of 
reason,” as we have been led to believe. 

After all, he personally experienced (and often profited from) the Great Detective’s successes in 
HOUN, STUD, NORW, SIGN, SIXN, BRUC, NOBL, EMPT, etc. It may be that Watson—perhaps 
with a miniscule touch of malice—made the Scotland Yarder seem denser than he really was to better 
showcase his friend’s accomplishments. 

John Browner’s Fate 

John Browner’s fate once he found himself in the hands of the law has always been a subject of dis-
cussion. Considering the unforgiving character of English law back then, it seems very likely that 
things ended for him in a short drop tied to a length of hemp. He would certainly have been better 



off in France, where consideration for the crime passionnel was well within the purview of the Napole-
onic Code. 

A crime of passion had to be fueled by sudden anger or heartbreak, without time to think. This was 
to eliminate the element of “premeditation,” as when the husband comes home unexpectedly and 
finds his wife and lover in fraganti. The point being that the perpetrator would have had to act im-
mediately upon the rise of passion, without time for con-
sideration or “a cooling of the blood.” Thus, the absence 
of premeditation transformed a provable homicide to 
manslaughter, avoiding the death penalty and resulting in 
a limited prison terms.  A good lawyer might raise a jury’s 
emotional level resulting in an acquittal of the impas-
sioned defendant. 

English legal perspective was not as flexible. Traditionally, 
common law viewed such a killing as falling under the 
provocation defense. In 1707, English Lord Chief Justice 
John Holt interestingly enough described the act of a man 
having sexual relations with someone else’s wife as “the 
highest invasion of property” (property?) claiming that “a 
man cannot receive a higher provocation.” (In 2010 the doctrine of provocation in similar cases was 
abolished in England.) 

Until the middle of the 19th century, the “unwritten law” applied only if the husband killed the other 
man, not the wife. There later was a relatively short period when the killing of the wife fell under the 
same consideration. 

Sadly, in Browner’s case it was very clear that there had been more than enough time for the “cool-
ing of the blood” converting his sudden anger into premeditation. He followed the adulterous cou-
ple, hired and boarded a boat to pursue them (all the time the time this with murderous intent) over 
water into the mist to then murder and mutilate them. There was no heat of the moment—at least an 
hour or more elapsed since the moment he first saw them together to the time when he caught up 
with them on the water and bludgeoned them to death. 

The Modestly Priced Stradivarius 

One cannot always tell with Holmes, 
and on the whole he is a truthful Eng-
lish gentleman. However, one cannot 
help but wonder whether he was not 
amusing himself at Watson’s expense 
by claiming that he had bought a 500-
guinea (≈$200,000) Stradivarius for 55 
shillings (≈$1,000). 

Stradivari’s violins are played by the 
best and most famous musicians—
Itzhak Perlman and Joshua Bell im-
mediately come to mind. In a collec-
tion, the Ashmolean Museum in Ox-
ford, England boasts ownership of the 
“Messiah Stradivarius,” considered the 

most expensive violin, with a value of approximately $200 million. More reasonably priced Stradivari 
have sold at auction for $1.6 to $1.7 million. 



According to Holmes, he purchased his fiddle from a pawnbroker who did not recognize its true 
identity and value. This seems highly unlikely. Not even Jabez Wilson would have committed that 
enormous blunder. If not immediately recognizable as a Stradivarius, surely the seller would have 
realized that he had a very fine instrument in his hands. 

There is a further mystery connected with this. Surely the violin’s owner would have known what he 
had unless, of course, the instrument was stolen by someone who did not know what he had taken. 
The possibility that the owner pawned the violin instead of selling it, in hopes of later redeeming it is 
truly farfetched. 

A footnote in the Oxford edition of The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes indicates that the word “broker” 
also connoted “an authorized seller of distrained goods in settlement of unpaid debt.” However, had 
that been the case, those taking over the property would have been aware of its true value. 

Oh, what a tangled web we weave… 

What else happened in 1888: 

Empire 

Mashonaland and Matabeleland declared British sphere of influence. 

Suez Canal Convention signed: Suez Canal declared open to ships of all nations and free from block-
ade. 

Sarawak and Brunei placed under British protection. 

A 7.0-7.3-magnitude earthquake strikes North Canterbury, New Zealand.  

Great Britain annexes Christmas Island. 

Queen Victoria grants a charter to the Imperial British East Africa Company, and it is incorporated 
in London, England.  

Canadian Pacific Railway opens Hotel Vancouver, Vancouver, British Columbia. 

Hailstones kill about 250 in Moradabad district of Delhi, India. 

Britain 

County Councils’ Act establishes representative county-based authorities. 

Jack the Ripper has murder spree in Whitechapel, kills his last victim. 

◄ Annie Besant leads the London match factory girls on strike. 

Commission to examine charges against Parnell. 

General Buller founds RASC (Royal Army Service Corps). 

County Councils Act: elects councils to take over administrative duties of JPs. 

Foundation of London General Omnibus Company. 

Miners Federation of Great Britain formed; demands minimum wage. 

Foundation of Scottish Labour Party. 

Final report on Commission on Elementary Education Acts in England. 

English Priory of Knights Hospitalers authorized by Royal Charter. 

World 

French Indochina formed. 



Princess Isabel of Brazil signs Lei Auréa abolishing slavery. 

Emperor Wilhelm I of Germany dies; Frederick III becomes Emperor from March to June, dies, and 
is succeeded by Wilhelm II. 

Benjamin Harrison elected President of United States. Even though Cleveland received more popu-
lar votes, the Electoral College gives Harrison the election. 

Unemployment demonstration in Rome suppressed by the military. 

Louisville, Kentucky, becomes first government in U.S. to adopt Australian ballot. 

Marshal Bazaine, officer in charge of the French Foreign Legion in Mexico during Emperor Maxi-
milian’s rule, dies. 

Agricultural depression causes Sweden to abandon free trade. 

British Honduras adopts decimal currency. 

Great Blizzard of 1888 strikes northeast U.S., 400 die. 

Phil Sheridan, who fought as a Union General against the South during the American Civil War dies. 

Clashes in Paris between Radicals and Monarchists. Anarchists riot in favor of weavers of Lille and 
glass blowers of Lion. Paris stone masons and waiters strike for higher wages and shorter work 
schedules. 

More liberal constitution granted to Serbia by Milan. 

Pennsylvania’s Monongehela River rises 32 feet after 24-hour rainfall. 

Bandai volcano in Japan erupts for first time in 1,000 years. 

Use of Danish language forbidden in schools in German N. Schleswig. 

Founding of the Dutch shipping line Koninklijke Paketvaart-Maatschappij 
(KPM). It supports the unification and development of the colonial econo-
my. 

Reconstructed free port of Hamburg opens. 

The Washington Monument officially opens to the general public. 

Italy and Spain sign military treaty. 

◄ King Leopold II of Belgium introduces the Order of the African Star. 

Revolution in Haiti culminates in the destruction of public buildings and 
the flight of President Salomon. 

Ferdinand de Lesseps attempts to issue a fresh series of 1,000,000 bonds “to 
finish the Panama Canal.” Proposal is withdrawn, de Lesseps resigns his directorship, and the project 
collapses. 

Italians near Alite relieved by the withdrawal of the Abyssinians. 

The first beauty contest is held, the Concours de Beauté, at Spa in Belgium. Winner is 18-year-old 
Bertha Soucaret of Guadeloupe. 

First organized rodeo competition held, Prescott, Arizona.  

New York State establishes electric chair for method of death penalty. 

Boulanger supported by Monarchists in France; his popularity threatens Third Republic. 



Main portion of Bremen incorporated into German Customs Union; parts of Wesser estuary remain 
free port. 

Art 

Van Gogh in Arles, Holland, paints Sunflowers, Portrait of Armand 
Roulin, La Mousme, and Drawbridge at Arles. Cuts off his left earlobe and 
gives it to a prostitute in Arles. 

◄ Oscar Wilde publishes The Happy Prince and Other Tales. 

Casey at the Bat is published in The San Francisco Examiner, and recited 
publicly for the first time. 

John Phillip Sousa composes the military march Semper Fidelis for the 
U.S. Marine Corp. 

Tchaikovsky performs Symphony No. 5 in E Minor at St. Petersburg. 

George Moore publishes Confessions of a Young Man. 

Cézanne paints Peasant in a Blue Smock. 

Guilbert and Sullivan debut The Yeomen of the Guard. 

Iannis Psichari, one of the creators of modern Greek literary lan-
guage, publishes My Journey in demotic Greek. 

Morris publishes Dream of John Bull, on a socialist commonwealth. 

Matthew Arnold, critic, essayist, and poet dies. 

Fontane publishes Irrungen, Wirrungen. 

Monet paints Cap d’Antibes. 

Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch publishes Troy Town, a novel about Cornwall. 

◄ Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec paints Trace Horse of the Bus Line, Place 
Clichy. 

Stevenson publishes The Black Arrow, a novel about the War of the Ros-
es. 

Rimsky-Korsakov composes Scheherazade. 

Charles Doughty publishes Travels in Arabia Deserta. 

Seurat paints Fishing Fleet at Port-en-Bessin. 

Thomas Hardy publishes Wessex Tales. 

Kipling publishes Soldiers Three, and Plain Tales from the Hills; short stories of India. 

Science and Technology 

Dunlop’s pneumatic tire developed, principle still unproven. 

First wax drinking straw patented, by Marvin C Stone in Washington DC. 

George Eastman registers the trademark “Kodak” and receives a patent for his box camera, which 
uses photographic paper roll-film. 

Emile Berliner improves the gramophone. 



Dr. Fitz, Boston surgeon, advocates the removal of the vermiform appendix in certain intestinal dis-
orders, after several post-mortem operations. His advice is followed. 

William Bundy patents the timecard clock. 

First ballpoint pen patented. 

The first known recording of classical music, Handel’s Israel in Egypt, is made on wax cylinder.  

Fridtjof Nansen, Norwegian explorer, crosses the Greenland icefield. 

Clinton Merriam founds the National Geographical Society in Washington, D.C., for “the increase 
and diffusion of geographical knowledge,” and the first issue of its magazine is published. 

Thomas Edison 
files a patent for 
the Optical Pho-
nograph (the first 
movie). 

◄ Bertha Benz, 
wife of inventor 
Karl Benz, drives 
from Mannheim to 
Pforzheim, Ger-
many in the first 
long distance au-
tomobile trip. 

Lick Observatory, 
Mount Hamilton, 
California, formal-
ly inaugurates the 

Ewing duplex-pendulum seismometer, Ewing horizontal-pendulum seismometers, and Gray-Ewing 
vertical seismometers.  

Hudson and Sclater publish Argentine Ornithology. 

Mercerizing process introduced into cotton manufacture; facilitates later development of the artificial 
silk industry. 

Spanish navy launches first submarine, designed by Isaac Peral. It features accumulator batteries, 
three dynamos, two 30-hp engines, electric propulsion, a torpedo tube, and periscope. Displacement 
is 80 tonnes, length 48 feet, and 6 feet beam.  

Nikola Tesla makes first AC motor. 

In the U.S., Leroy Buffington patents a system to build skyscrapers. 

Incubators are first used for premature infants. 

Pasteur Institute for the treatment of hydrophobia founded. 

Theophilus Van Kannel of Philadelphia patents revolving door. 

Sir J. Dewar and Sir F. Abel invent cordite. 

William Seward Burroughs patents the first successful adding machine. 

Louis Le Prince films the Roundhay Garden Scene, the earliest surviving film. 



Heinrich Hertz produces electromagnetic waves, proves light and heat are both forms of electromag-
netic radiation. Sir Oliver Lodge makes same discovery independently. Hertz used an induction coil; 
Lodge Leyden jars. 

Next week’s case: YELL. 

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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