Superstition within the Baskerville family is a poor predictor of

murderer identity
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In literature, as in real life, many bereaved families seek answers following a violent death. In 19t century English Society,
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one solution was to seek the services of the fictional detective Sherlock Holmes.

Mr Holmes used interview, observation, desk-based enquiry and advanced logical deduction to

determine that ‘Jack Stapleton’ was a pseudonym for Mr Jack Baskerville, heir apparent to the Baskerville baronetcy. A sting

operation provided direct evidence of attempted murder on the part of Mr Stapleton

Introduction

In the 19th century, English language popular literature reflected
many aspects of contemporaneous Western societal interest.
Most relevant here are the genres of social or domestic realism
16, a fascination with wild remoteness and the supernatural 610
(even if ultimately resolved rationally 7), and scientific advance
9-12 (Figure 1). In some works the scientific advances were either
exaggerated or sensationalised for literary dramatic effect
910,12 Nevertheless, the contextual setting of science often
reflected the rationalist or empiricist explanations of natural
phenomena (or technological applications of these) which were
becoming an increasing part of societal discussion 2413,

By the late 1880s, one emerging implementation of both
rationalist and empiricist thinking in literature was the
investigation and resolution of crime (Figure 1, red text).
Principle characters in these works included both professional
investigators 14-16 and gentleman amateurs 17:18, Irrespective of
the nature of the investigator, these works were firmly set
within the genres of realism and / or scientific advance without
reference to either romantic gothic scenarios or to the
supernatural.

Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles 1° differs in
this respect. Sherlock Holmes has previously been presented as
an eccentric hero of both considerable physical prowess and
intellectual ability 2021, Holmes’ characteristic traits include an
eye for detail,
considerable monotropism, and enthusiasm for his area of

self-belief bordering on the arrogant,

technical expertise (which he summarises as ‘the scientific
method’). Professionally, Mr Holmes is a self-styled consulting
detective with documented success in solving mysteries on
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behalf of multiple clients, providing faster and more accurate
outcomes than those of the professional police service. This has
led to Mr Holmes being seen by victims and their families in 19t
Century London and beyond as an individual of choice to
approach for help when solving a crime or resolving a mystery.
Mr Holmes shares his London lodgings with Dr John Watson, a
medical practitioner of a similar age.

The events in this Adventure primarily take place on or near to
Dartmoor, a region of approximately 370 square miles (950
km?2) in Devon, UK with a reputation of bleak wilderness 2223,
The moor itself is grazed and is also a historical landscape
containing (among others) Bronze Age hut circles and evidence
of tin mining from prehistory onwards. The landscape giving rise
to the reputation exploited here includes granite tors, grass
moor and heathland, upland peat bogs and valley mires
(waterlogged deep peat found in steep-sided valleys, natural
basins and abandoned tin workings). HMP Princeton, a men’s
prison originally built to house French (Napoleonic) prisoners of
war, opened in 1809 and is situated within Dartmoor 4. During
the late Victorian era Princeton was notorious for housing
violent civilian offenders.
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Figure 1: Three genres of 19t Centurfy fiction with example texts published prior
to 1889 (the setting of The Hound of the Baskervilles). Red text indicates works
of detective fiction. NB Although The Mysteries of Udolpho was published just
priolr; to the 19t century (in 1794), itis included here due to its influence on later
works.

The family central to this Adventure, the Baskerville family, is a
fictional hereditary baronetcy with a family seat (Baskerville
Hall) on the edge of Dartmoor. The legendary poor behaviour
and death of an earlier occupant of the Hall, Hugo Baskerville,
during the late 1640s coupled with the unexpected violent
deaths of subsequent baronets gave rise to the belief that the
family was haunted by a supernatural hound 2°. This
superstition — known both within the family and in the
surrounding geographical neighbourhood — was reinforced
shortly before this Adventure by independent verbal reports
from three working men. Each account details the sighting of a
gigantic hound with flaming jaws on Dartmoor. Sounds
consistent with such a creature were reported more widely.

Very recently, the late Sir Charles Baskerville, a retired mining
millionaire with a history of both local philanthropy and cardiac
disease, was found dead face-down in the grounds of his house.
An autopsy gave the cause of death as cardiac arrest, although
the local press reported human cries prior to discovery of the
body 26. Consistent with some disturbance, Dr James Mortimer,
a medical practitioner from the nearby fictional hamlet of
Grimpen, testified at the inquest that the late Sir Charles’ facial
expression was distorted to the point of unrecognizability 26. Dr
Mortimer is also an executor of the estate of the late Sir Charles.

In this Adventure, Mr Holmes applies his talent for observation
and logical deduction to events within the Baskerville family. Dr
Mortimer is concerned that the best explanation of the late Sir
Charles’ death is supernatural. He engages Mr Holmes on behalf
of Sir Henry Baskerville, the new baronet, recently arrived in
London from Canada, to advise on his best course of action.
After interviewing both Sir Henry and Dr Mortimer,
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Mr Holmes further analyses the scent of a
warning note received by Sir Henry to

Using wider desk-based
enquiries and the information contained in subsequent written
reports sent from Baskerville Hall by Dr Watson,

Holmes’ own covert observations uncover an
. A subsequent sting

operation further

Results and Discussion

The late Sir Charles was preoccupied by the Baskerville family
legend and planned to depart Dartmoor for London

_l

Holmes first interviewed Dr Mortimer in his apartment at 221B
Baker St. In accordance with current best practice, Mr Holmes

started the interview with open questions 27.

The late Sir Charles lingered outdoors on the night of his death

A mixture of active listening and closed questions carefully
constructed to elicit specific information led Holmes




Journal of Detective Fiction ARTICLE
A Su B | l
Hugo Baskerville I
(d. 1647 or 1648) !
1
Sir Charles' body :
.- ------------------- -'
z . | !
S Dog footprint !
£ | | ! :
o Charles Baskerville 2nd brother Rodger Baskerville  James Desmond
e Gatetomoor ¢y 1825, d. 1889) (d. c1874) (d. 1876) (b. c1825)
@ (4ft high) | I
[
=3 Yew hedges - .
E (12ft high) Henry Baskerville  Jack Baskerville
P (b. c1860) (Vandeleur, Stapleton)
° Grass border (b. ¢1855)
S Gravel path m.
Baskerville Hall Beryl Garcia

Figure 2: Contextual information on Baskerville Hall and family. (A) Diagram of the Yew alley at Baskerville Hall. Characteristics of the late Sir Charles’ footprints are
indicated on the left. (BZ Baskerville family tree highlighting relatives of Hugo Baskerville relevant to this Adventure. The late Sir Charles is highlighted in blue, his
nearest known relative (his nephew, Sir Henry Baskerville) in green, and his second nephew ﬁJack Baskerville, also known as Stapleton) in orange. The Rev. James

Desmond — a distant cousin of the late Sir Charles —is heir to the baronetcy after Jack Baskerville.

The late Sir Charles had a substantial estate and few close
surviving relations

A large dog, of likely earthly nature, was present in the vicinity of
Sir Charles on the night he died and may have frighted Sir Charles

Without specific prompting, Dr Mortimer reported that

, Holmes used closed questions to establish
At the inquest into the late Sir Charles’ death, the value of Sir Henry’s inheritance. Sir Henry confirmed this to
be £740,000 (equivalent purchasing power to £83m (approx.
$112m) in 2026 28), a total of which he was unaware until his
arrival in London.

Holmes built upon this with further closed questions to

Sir Charles’ known preoccupation
with the family legend and the observation of a large canine
footprint that same night together provided a possible causal
explanation.

In an additional interview with Holmes, Sir Henry Baskerville,
the new baronet, responded to an open question about
‘anything out of the ordinary routine of life’ with the
information that
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An unknown person or persons, likely including a lady, observed
Sir Henry Baskerville in London

At their first meeting, fewer than 24 hrs after arriving in London,
Sir Henry asked Holmes’ advice about a warning note that he
had received earlier that day.

By matching the font and text with
, by considering the

likely socio-economic profile of readers of this newspaper, and
by observing the

A list of the 75 perfumes considered in this
identification is provided in Supplementary file 3.

Based on this this information,

Consistent with a written warning to Sir Henry in London by a

Mr Jack Baskerville, nephew to the late Sir Charles, and his wife
were living local to Baskerville Hall under an assumed name

Criminal motivation may be hidden to the casual observer,
particularly if this is what the perpetrator intends|

Holmes carried out a
panel of routine background checks on several residents local
to Baskerville Hall and on the deceased siblings of the late Sir
Charles. Dr Watson reported that

and Holmes used this
information to
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supported by

(see below). However
is supported by the

Holmes further matched information on Mr Vandeleur with
information he had received about the late Sir Charles’
youngest brother, Mr Rodger Baskerville. Contrary to the belief
of the late Sir Charles,

Ancillary records
established

identification,

Mrs Barrymore was aiding her brother, a fugitive convict on
Dartmoor

From shortly after their arrival by train in Devon, Sir Henry and
Dr Watson were aware of increased security in the form of

provided a
source of noise in the observations of Dr Watson until he and
Sir Henry witnessed Mr Barrymore signalling with a candle to an
unknown person on the moor.

. Mr and Mrs
Barrymore assured Sir Henry and Dr Watson that Mrs




Barrymore’s brother would leave the country within a few days
without further criminal activity.

The fugitive convict, dressed in Sir Henry’s clothes, fell to his death
in a state of considerable fear

On the night of discovering the convict’s identity, both Dr
Watson and Sir Henry observed the silhouette of a second —
unknown — individual on the moor against the skyline. The
presence of a covert gentleman resident within the ruined huts
on Dartmoor was later confirmed by reports from the convict
recounted to Dr Watson by Mr Barrymore, by Mr Frankland’s
report of regular visits to the moor by a supporting child, and by
Dr Watson’s direct observation of the child agent using Mr
Frankland’s telescope.

Dr Watson found the covert presence of any individual on the
moor suspicious

. As soon as Mr
Frankland’s observations indicated the correct area to search,
Dr Watson therefore set out to find and interview the individual
concerned. This resulted in him discovering Holmes’ covert
presence and camping place.

While conversing at Holmes’” moorland hut shortly after dusk,
both Holmes and Dr Watson heard the screams of a man. The
screams moved rapidly in their direction and were accompanied
by the sound of a baying dog. Both men moved

Following the sudden end to the screams, Holmes and Watson
discovered the body of the fugitive convict face down at the
base of a cliff, dressed in clothing originally belonging to Sir
Henry Baskerville. The convict had sustained head injuries
consistent with a considerable fall. Consistent with the
suspicions of Holmes, Mr Stapleton met Holmes and Dr Watson
by apparent chance close to the convict’s body. Mr Stapleton
initially expressed concern for Sir Henry, whom he had invited
to visit that evening, although upon close observation he
identified the convict as an unknown man. The combination of
an apparently coincidental meeting in the dark, expression of
concern for Sir Henry, and the death of a man wearing Sir
Henry’s clothes, together gave weight to Holmes’ hypothesis
that Mr Stapleton was planning to engineer Sir Henry’s death.

Mr Stapleton promised marriage to Mrs Laura Lyons and induced
her to make an appointment with the late Sir Charles on the night
of his death

Mr Barrymore volunteered information about the night

of Sir Charles’ death that had only recently come to light. Shortly
before Sir Henry’s arrival in Dartmoor, Mrs Barrymore had
discovered the postscript of a letter in the fireplace of the late
Sir Charles’ study. This arranged a meeting between the writer
and Sir Charles on the night of his death. This meeting was
arranged at the gate between Baskerville Hall and the moor

(Figure 2A) for 10 pm. The postscript was signed ‘LL" and Mr
Barrymore additionally recalled that — unusually — Sir Charles
had only received a single letter the morning before he died.
The letter had been addressed in a woman’s handwriting and
had been postmarked Coombe Tracey (the nearest town to
Baskerville Hall).

- and therefore asked Dr Mortimer — who was in

professional contact with a wide range of individuals — for help
in identifying individuals with the correct initials. As a result of
this, Dr Watson interviewed Mrs Laura Lyons who,
coincidentally, in Coombe Tracey. Mrs Lyons was
separated from her husband and had set herself up in business
with the support of a small number of local philanthropic
gentlemen. Her supporters included both Mr Stapleton and the

lived

late Sir Charles.

Mrs Lyons explained that she was seeking to divorce her
husband. She had written to Sir Charles with some urgency on
the day before his departure for London seeking Sir Charles’
potential assistance with the associated legal fees. Mrs Lyons
had discounted a meeting the following day due to Sir Charles’
likely travel arrangements and had considered a late-night
informal meeting at the moor gate more socially acceptable
than a formal visit to a bachelor at a similar hour. She stated
that she had neither attended nor cancelled the meeting as she
had subsequently been promised the money from another
source. Mrs Lyons had planned to write to Sir Charles the
following day to explain.

Dr Watson remained convinced that Mrs Lyons was withholding
information but, by
rephrasing his questions, he was unable to discover anything
more until he and Holmes visited together the following day. As
part of his background enquiries and observations, Holmes had
discovered that Mrs Lyons and Mr Stapleton frequently met and
corresponded. He hypothesised that this was more than a
casual social interaction and, in

, provided her with evidence of Mr
Stapleton’s marriage to Beryl Stapleton. This angered Mrs Lyons
and led her to volunteer that Mr Stapleton had promised her
(Mrs Lyons) marriage should she divorce her husband.

In his interview with Mrs Lyons, Mr Holmes diverged from best
practice by asking leading tag questions. Nevertheless, the
information gathered is acceptable in this instance because Mrs
Lyons’ replies spontaneously provided information beyond that
led by the question 27. Mrs Lyons volunteered that Mr Stapleton
had dictated her letter to Sir Charles and also that Mr Stapleton
had subsequently dissuaded her from keeping the
appointment.

This testimony by Mrs Lyons was important for two reasons.
Firstly, it provided evidence that Mr Stapleton was aware that
the late Sir Charles would be waiting near to the moor gate at
night on the evening of his death. Since Sir Charles was known
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Sir Henry was chased by a large dog with phosphorescent
markings shortly after leaving Mr Stapleton’s house

_

Holmes coordinated a sting operation. This provided a carefully
managed opportunity for Mr Stapleton to make an attempt on
Sir Henry’s life. In brief, Sir Henry was encouraged to attend a
dinner engagement alone with Mr and Miss Stapleton. After
dinner, he was to walk home afterwards following a pre-agreed
route across the moor. Both Mr Stapleton and Sir Henry were
led to believe that Mr Holmes and Dr Watson had returned to
London.

Instead of departing, Mr Holmes and Dr Watson supplemented
themselves with Inspector Lestrade (Scotland Yard, London, UK)
and all three surveilled Mr Stapleton’s house from mid-evening
onwards. As part of this surveillance,

It was shot and killed by Mr Holmes.

Mr Stapleton likely drowned in a valley mire on Dartmoor

In order to determine the location of Mr Stapleton — now
presumed fugitive — Holmes, Dr Watson and Inspector Lestrade
searched the house shared by Mr and Miss Stapleton.

Following
the three gentlemen decided to search the

abandoned mine buildings at the centre of the adjacent mire.
Such a search was not possible immediately due to fog,
darkness and a poorly marked trail of firm grass tufts through
deep and muddy water.

The following morning, Holmes, Dr Watson and Inspector
Lestrade succeeded in reaching the former mine.
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. Itis unclear

whether they considered any alternative hypotheses, including
the theoretical possibility that Mr Stapleton had retraced his
steps and fled in an alternative direction after discarding the
incriminating boot.

Conclusion

In this Adventure, Sherlock Holmes was engaged by Dr
Mortimer on behalf of Sir Henry Baskerville to advise on the
best course of action for Sir Henry, who had recently inherited
the baronetcy from his uncle, the late Sir Charles Baskerville. Sir
Charles’ death, although considered natural by the coroner,
possessed sufficient puzzling details to concern Dr Mortimer
and Dr Mortimer feared the involvement of a legendary satanic
hound.

Having interviewed both Sir Henry and Dr Mortimer,

Both an anonymous warning note received
by Sir Henry and the likely involvement of a large earthly dog
gave credence to a

. The presence of female
perfume and use of the leader column from the Times

newspaper indicated

Desk-based research, including correspondence with remote

agents, provided evidence that Mr and Miss Stapleton,

The discovery of the postscript of burned letter to Sir Charles
and subsequent interviews by both Dr Watson and Mr Holmes
led to witness testimony from Mrs Laura Lyons.

On the basis of this evidence, Mr Holmes coordinated a sting
operation against Mr Stapleton using Sir Henry Baskerville as
bait. Shortly after leaving Mr Stapleton’s house to apparently

walk home alone across Dartmoor, _
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Figure 3: Model of the structure and process used in this Adventure. Conventional
motives and realistic human agents give rise to unexplained events. Holmes’
scientific method is applied to evidence collected during the Adventure, which
enables the mystery to be resolved.

Methods

Interview technique (London)

Interviews were carried out using a mixture of open and closed
questions. Specific prompts for open questions include ‘This
article, you say, contains all the public facts? [...] Then let me

ARTICLE

have the private ones.’ [to Dr Mortimer] and ‘Has anything else
of interest happened to you since you have been in London?’ [to
Sir Henry Baskerville].

Background enquiries

Background enquiries about the Baskerville family and local
residents were made using publicly available records (including
the professional registers of schoolmasters), and telegraphic
and / or postal correspondence with remote agents. All
information was obtained legally, following strict ethical
guidelines, and stored securely at 221B Baker St, London, UK or
on the person of Mr Sherlock Holmes. Any identifiable personal
information was only used for the purposes of law enforcement
and no personal information — other than that publicly available
—is presented here.

No ethical information is available about the South African
mining activities giving rise to the fortune of the late Sir Charles
Baskerville.

Collection of evidence on Dartmoor

Observations and informal interviews were carried out by both
Dr Watson and Mr Holmes in the Dartmoor area. Dr Watson
visited Baskerville Hall openly as a visitor and companion of Sir
Henry. Testimony collected by Dr Watson was in the form of
social interaction with the household of Baskerville Hall and
surrounding residents,
settlements of Grimpen and Coombe Tracey. Testimony was
recorded within 48 hrs of collection, in the form of one or both
of a private diary entry and written reports sent to Mr Holmes
via London.

and visits to the fictional local

Sherlock Holmes visited Devon covertly. He stayed in Coombe
Tracey, around 2 h drive from Baskerville Hall, and also camped
on Dartmoor in what is described as a prehistoric hut. His
presence in Devon was unknown to Dr Watson, Sir Henry or Mr
Stapleton until the night of the convict’s death. The logistical
arrangements of Holmes’ stay on Dartmoor (food, drink, clean
linen) and agentic activities (mail collection, telegrams) were
supported by a child (14 yrs; over the age of compulsory
education 39). This child — Master Cartwright — travelled from
London, and was likely employed indirectly through a verbal
contract with his London employer. No information is available
on Master Cartwright’s working hours, on child protection or on
ethical approval for involvement of a minor.

Evidence collected by Holmes in Devon was in the form of direct
observation of the local residents, in the immediate vicinity of
Baskerville Hall and also in Coombe Tracey. This was
supplemented with written reports from Dr Watson and other
correspondents (see background enquiries above).

Trap of criminal activity

The sting operation arranged by Holmes used a ratio of three
active gentlemen (Mr Holmes, Dr Watson and Inspector
Lestrade (Scotland Yard, London, UK) to one suspect and one
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dog. Inspector Lestrade was selected for his considerable
expertise in law enforcement. He carried an unsigned warrant
for arrest and his presence provided legitimacy for the
operation. All three gentlemen were armed with handguns. No
information is available on the firearms training of any
participants, the maintenance record of weapons involved or of
a written risk assessment or operational plan. Potential weather
conditions were not included in an informal risk assessment.
There is no evidence of prior ethical approval for use of a naive
civilian agent as bait in a firearms homicide trap.
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