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It was two days after Christmas. 

I had spent some time with my 

family and I was now on my way 

back to my rooms in Baker Street, 

which I shared with Sherlock 

Holmes. As I walked towards 

Number 221B, it began to 

snow heavily. 



Soon the blanket of fallen snow 

muffled the sound of the horses’ 

hooves on the cobbles as the 

cabbies and drivers slowed their 

pace to avoid slipping. The street 

was unusually quiet without the 

usual barrow boys and newspaper 

Barrow boy
Street sellers with wheelbarrows. Useful 
as contacts because they have a good 
knowledge of London, and come into 
contact with many people every day. 
They have a reputation for being crafty 
and can often be heard selling their 
wares around the city with unique tunes.
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sellers. Trade would have been 

brisk before Christmas but it 

seemed that many had now 

slowed to catch their breath.

Although we had only shared 

our lodgings for a few months, I 

had been invited to join Holmes 

in several of his investigations. 

I enjoyed assisting him and as 

I walked through the wintery 

streets, I wondered whether 

Holmes was working on any 

new mysteries, or whether his 
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Christmas had been quiet. No 

doubt he had spent it alone, but 

he never minded that. 

Our landlady, 

Mrs Hudson, 

would have 

looked after 

him well, as she 

always did. 

As I turned my key in 

the lock and opened the door, our 

landlady Mrs Hudson came into 

the hall.
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‘Merry Christmas, Doctor 

Watson!’ she exclaimed, beaming. 

I thought for a moment that she 

was going to give me a kiss on the 

cheek. I wouldn’t have minded, 

but it amused me to think of how 

my dear friend Holmes would 

react to such a display.

‘I’m sure Mr Holmes will be 

happy to see you. Some company 

will do him good.’

I took off my coat and hat, 

shook the snow off outside the 
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door, and hung them on the stand 

in the hall. ‘It’s a cold day, Mrs 

Hudson. I hope that you have no 

need to venture out today?’

She smiled and shook her 

head. ‘I’ll bring you some 

hot coffee.’

The hope of a fresh 

mystery to solve urged me up 

the stairs two at a time. I opened 

the sitting-room door to find 

Holmes still in his nightshirt and 

purple dressing gown. His dark 



hair did not have its usual sleek 

appearance and his sharp-

faced profile was lit by the 

glow of the crackling fire 

as he smoked one of 

his long-stemmed 

pipes. 
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Several newspapers lay strewn 

around him on the floor, and he 

was staring at an old and battered 

hat hooked on the back of a chair 

in front of him. His magnifying 

glass lay on the chair, showing that 

he must have been studying the 

hat intently. It could only mean 

one thing.

 ‘Has a crime been committed?’ 

I asked eagerly. ‘Does this 

ordinary-looking hat have some 

deadly story attached to it?’
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A slow smile crossed Holmes’ 

face and he seemed not the least 

surprised by my arrival, even 

though I had returned a couple 

of days earlier than I had told him 

to expect me. ‘Oh, no, Watson. 

But an interesting mystery just 

the same. Come in. I’m glad 

to have a friend with whom to 

share this.’

‘Pray tell me the story of 

this hat, Holmes,’ I said, sitting 

opposite him and warming my 
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hands before the fire. ‘I suppose 

that although it looks ordinary, 

it is a clue that will help you to 

solve some mystery and catch 

the criminal behind it.’

‘Oh, there is no crime.’

‘Then why are you studying it 

so intently?’

Holmes turned his attention 

to me. ‘When you have four 

million people packed so tightly 

together in just a few square 

miles, bizarre incidents are 
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bound to happen. These are not 

necessarily criminal in nature, as 

we have seen.’

‘Indeed,’ I replied. ‘Of the last 

six cases I have joined you on, 

three have been entirely free of 

legal crime.’

‘And I have no doubt that this 

small matter falls into the same 

innocent category. The hat itself 

is not important, Watson. This is 

merely an amusing intellectual 

problem.’
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I sighed. It seemed that I had 

raised my hopes for nothing.

Satisfied that I had accepted 

his explanation, Holmes settled 

into his chair. ‘The hat arrived 

on Christmas Eve,’ he began. 

‘With a goose.’

‘Surely the 

goose was not 

wearing it?’



17

My joke was ignored, of course, 

but I allowed myself a little chuckle. 

As for further detail, I would simply 

have to wait. Holmes would relate 

the story in his own good time. 

There was no rushing him. 

‘It was brought here on 

Christmas morning by Peterson, 

the doorman of the hotel across 

the road,’ Holmes went on.

I nodded. I knew Peterson.

‘He told me he was returning 

home the previous evening 
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after attending a party with his 

colleagues in Tottenham Court 

Road when he saw a tall man 

walking with a slight stagger 

and carrying a goose under his 

arm. He was just passing a dark 

backstreet when some rough 

fellows sprang at him, and in 

trying to defend himself the tall 

man accidentally broke a shop 

window. When Peterson went to 

help the poor man both he and the 

group of ruffians mistook him for 
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a policeman and ran, leaving the 

goose and the hat, which had been 

knocked off in the skirmish. Since 

no crime had been committed, 

except perhaps the broken window, 

Peterson brought the items to me 

on Christmas morning.’ 

I looked around for the goose.

Holmes read my mind. ‘Oh, 

the goose needed to be eaten,’ 

he said. ‘At this moment it is 

probably being plucked and 

prepared for the Petersons’ table.’
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‘But why didn’t he give the 

goose and the hat back to their 

owner?’ I asked.

The man fled. The only clue 

to his identity was a label on the 

bird’s left foot, which said: “Mrs 

Henry Baker”. The initials H. B. 

are also clearly marked inside 

the hat. There must be hundreds 

of Henry Bakers in London, and 

Peterson, knowing how much I 

enjoy applying my brains to such 

a mystery, thought the best thing 
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was to bring both items to me.’ 

Holmes waved his hand towards 

his magnifying glass. ‘Here is 

my lens, Watson. You know my 

methods. See how much you can 

tell me about the owner.

It took special skills to be able 

to work out facts from only a few 

clues and I marvelled at the way 

Holmes could construct such a 

complete picture from very little. 

Although, I thought, in a way I 

did it every day in my own work 
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with my patients. Trying to draw 

information from an inanimate 

object, however, was an entirely 

different exercise. At least my 

patients could tell me their 

symptoms.

I picked up the hat and turned 

it over. It was just an ordinary felt 

hat rather the worse for 

wear. The once red 

silk lining was 

now faded and, 

just as Holmes 
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described, the initials H. B. were 

marked on one side. There had been 

some elastic attached to the brim 

to keep the hat secure in a strong 

wind, but that had broken. The hat 

was cracked and very dusty. On the 

top there were some stains that had 

been covered with what looked like 

ink to camouflage them.

‘I can see nothing.’ I put the hat 

down.

‘No, Watson, you can see 

everything, but you do not draw 
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conclusions from what you 

observe.’

I sighed. ‘Then pray tell me 

what you have learned.’

Holmes picked up the hat and 

gazed at it for a moment, deep in 

thought. 

‘It is an expensive hat of a style 

that was in fashion three years ago,’ 

he began. ‘Look at the silk lining. 

Since Mr Baker has not replaced 

it, I assume he has fallen on hard 

times, although I cannot tell the 



reason for the loss of his money. 

Evidently he is an intelligent man, 

but perhaps he drinks a lot of 

alcohol or gambles. In any case, 

something has made him less 

careful and bout his appearance: 

he had an elastic put into the hat 

to prevent losing it, but when it 

broke he did not bother to mend 

it. I also know that his wife has 

stopped loving him and that he 

does not have a gas 

supply to his home.’
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At this I burst out laughing. 

‘Holmes! You are joking! These 

last two facts are impossible to 

tell merely from looking at a hat.’

His mouth twitched and 

a small smile crept across it, 

but whether with humour or 

smugness I could not tell. 

‘I must confess that I am unable 

to follow your train of thought,’ I 

said after a moment. ‘For example 

how can you tell that this hat’s 

owner is an intellectual?’
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‘By the size of the hat,’ said 

Holmes, placing the hat on his 

own head. It came down onto the 

bridge of his nose and I smiled at 

the comical sight.

‘With such 

a large 

head, there 

must be something 

in there,’ Holmes 

remarked from 

underneath the 

hat. He rarely 
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showed any sense of humour, but 

at this he smirked to himself. He 

was still wearing it when Mrs 

Hudson came in and laid the tray 

of coffee on a small table in front 

of us. She was used to his strange 

ways and did not comment, 

although I thought I detected 

a hint of amusement playing 

across her features.
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Mrs Henry Baker

‘And his wife does not love him? 

How on earth can you know that?’ 

I asked. ‘Perhaps he is not married.’

Holmes took off the hat and 

replaced it on the chair.

‘Remember the label on the 

goose’s leg? Mrs Henry Baker. 

What wife would allow her 

husband to go out in public 

wearing such a dusty hat? Would 

it not reflect badly on her? This is 

fluffy house dust too, meaning 

that he does not 
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go out much and the hat is hung on 

the rack much of the time. It has 

not been brushed in quite some 

time. The sweat stains around the 

inside show him to be a man who 

is unfit: when he does exercise he 

sweats a great deal. He is a middle-

aged man and has recently visited 

the barber for a haircut. His hair is 

grey and he uses a type of lime hair 

wax on it. These facts are obvious 

by the short clippings in the lining 

and the faint smell of lime.’



‘And no gas supply?’ 

‘The marks on his hat 

are candle tallow stains. 

One or two could be due to chance, 

but five clearly indicates that he is 

frequently around candles.’ 

I looked around at the gas 

mantles on the walls and nodded 

Candle tallow
Tallow candles are the cheapest and least 
efficient form of lighting. They burn 
animal fat, which produces a strange 
smell and a smoky flame. Used by poorer 
people because beeswax candles are 
expensive. Gaslights are best if you  
can afford them.
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as I followed Holmes’ reasoning. 

‘I see. His wall lights have 

dripped onto the hat.’

Holmes nodded curtly.

I still puzzled at his interest in 

such a mundane event. ‘Yet no 

crime has been committed. Is this 

not a waste of your time, Holmes?’

He opened his mouth to reply, 

but at that moment the door burst 

open and Peterson, the hotel 

doorman, rushed in. His cheeks 

were red and he seemed flustered.
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‘The goose, Mr Holmes! The 

goose!’ he gasped.

‘What of it? Has it come back to 

life and fluttered out of the kitchen 

window?’ Once again a slow smile 

crept across Holmes’ face.

Peterson rushed forwards, 

holding his closed hand out 

in front of him. ‘See here, Mr 

Holmes, what my wife found in 

its throat!’

I stepped forwards to get a 

closer look as he opened his hand.



Holmes sat forwards and 

whistled. ‘You know what you 

have here, Peterson?’

‘A diamond. A precious stone, sir.’

‘It is  the  precious stone,’ said 

Holmes.
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I remembered an article I had 

read in the paper several days ago. 

‘The Blue Carbuncle!’ I cried. 

‘Stolen from the Countess 

of Morcar’s suite in the 

Cosmopolitan Hotel.’

‘Precisely!’ said Holmes, his 

eyes sparkling at the thought 

of the goose mystery becoming 

even more interesting. He picked 

up one of the newspapers from 

the floor and thrust it in front 

of Peterson, who had practically 



HOTEL 
COSMOPOLITAN 
JEWELLERY 
THEFT 

Horner to the 
countess’ suite 
to mend a pipe 
in the bathroom. 
Ryder was called 
away and when 
he returned 
Horner had gone 
and the jewellery 
case lay open 
on the dressing 
table, empty. 

The countess’ 
maid, Catherine 
Cusack, heard 
Ryder’s cry of 

John Horner (26), 
plumber, was 
arrested on 
suspicion of 
having stolen a 
valuable jewel 
known as the  
Blue Carbuncle 
from the jewel  
case of the 
Countess of 
Morcar. James 
Ryder, an 
attendant at the 
hotel, told police 
that he showed 

alarm and ran 
to the room. She 
witnessed the 
empty jewel case.

Inspector 
Bradstreet later 
arrested Horner, 
who, he said, 
struggled and 
pleaded his  
innocence. He had 
previously been in 
trouble with the 
law. The stone was 
not found on him 
or in his home.

A reward of 
£1000 has been 
offered by the 
countess for 
information leading 
to the stone’s return 
which, as well as 
being unique. 

22nd December 1892

collapsed into a chair in shock. 

‘See for yourself.’



38

Peterson looked up, his eyes 

wide. ‘A thousand pounds 

reward!’ he spluttered. 

Such a sum was a fortune 

indeed. I smiled as I realised 

that such an amount would 

set him up for life. It was a 

remarkable reward.

‘Apparently it is of great 

sentimental value to the countess. 

From what I can deduce, she 

would willingly give up half her 

fortune to recover this stone.’
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‘But if Mr Horner is in jail, 

what on earth was the Blue 

Carbuncle doing in a goose’s 

throat?’ I exclaimed.

‘Precisely so. Our little 

deductions have suddenly 

become far more important, 

have they not, Watson?’ Holmes 

stood up and went to search 

in his bureau for a paper and 

pencil. ‘Since the police have 

been unsuccessful, it is up to 

us to discover how this gem 



40

travelled from a jewellery box 

at one end of Tottenham Court 

Road to the throat of a goose at 

the other. Our first task must 

be to find Mr Henry Baker, the 

owner of the hat. He is the next 

clue in the puzzle. We must 

trace the stone back to the thief, 

whoever he may be.’ He quickly 

scrawled a short note. ‘Here 

you are, Peterson. Please have 

this advertisement put in all the 

evening papers, and on your way 



41

back buy a goose to replace the 

one you and your family are 

going to enjoy this evening.’

I glanced at the advertisement 

as Holmes gave Peterson 

three shillings.

Found at the corner of Goodge Street, 
a goose and a black felt hat. Mr Henry 
Baker may have these returned if 
he calls at 6.30 this evening at 221B 
Baker Street. 
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‘Are you sure that Mr Baker 

will see it?’ I asked.

‘He is sure to keep an eye out 

for such a notice. He is not a rich 

man and such a loss will not have 

gone unnoticed.’

After Peterson had left, 

Holmes picked up the stone 

and held it up to the light. We 

were both silent for a moment, 

admiring its beauty. ‘It’s a 

bonny thing,’ he said. 

‘Just see how it glints 
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and sparkles. Of course it’s the 

focus of a crime. Every good 

stone is. I will lock it in my safe 

for now and send a telegram to 

the countess informing her that I 

have it.’

I had read a piece describing 

the stone before, but I struggled to 

recall the article. Perhaps it was 

in Holmes’ scrapbook in which he 

noted things that interested him.

‘Where do you keep your 

scrapbook, Holmes?’



He waved his hand towards 

his box files and I opened the top 

one. Papers fell out onto the floor, 

but no scrapbook. ‘It would help 

to know which one,’ I remarked. 

There was no response: Holmes 

had his fingers to his lips and was 

deep in contemplation.

I found the scrapbook and 

leafed through 

the pages. 

Despite his 

untidiness, 



Holmes’ writing was neat and 

elegant.

At last I came across a few 

lines about the stone towards the 

back of the scrapbook and read 

them aloud.

The stone known as the Blue 
Carbuncle was found on the banks 
of the Amoy River, in Southern 
China, in 1874. It is unique in that it 
is blue instead of the usual red. Such 
a jewel inspires greed and envy and 
so far there have been two murders, 
a suicide and several robberies 
committed for the sake of this forty-
grain weight of crystallised charcoal. 
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‘Do you think that Mr Horner, 

the jailed plumber, is innocent?’ 

I asked.

‘I cannot tell,’ said Holmes. 

‘Well, what about this Henry 

Baker? Do you think he had 

anything to do with the theft?’

‘I would prefer not to draw 

any conclusions until I have 

more information. We must wait 

until six-thirty this evening and 

see whether our advertisement 

is answered. We dine at seven,’ 
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he added, ‘and since it is chicken 

tonight, perhaps I should ask 

Mrs Hudson to examine its 

throat.’ He chuckled to himself. 

Holmes was certainly in good 

spirits today. 

‘So you see, Watson, the stone 

somehow got into the goose, 

and the goose was on its way 

home with Mr Henry Baker, 

the owner of the hat. The clues 

on the hat now become much 

more interesting. We must first 
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determine whether Mr Baker is 

an innocent man in all this.’

I had to agree. I looked 

forward to meeting Henry Baker 

not only to hear what he had to 

say about the stone, but also to 

verify Holmes’ description of 

him. 

As fascinated as I was by the 

mystery at hand, I had a long list 

of patients to see that day and 

so I reluctantly left Holmes to 

consider the case himself. 
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Just after six-thirty that 

evening I returned to Baker 

Street to find a tall man at our 

door wearing a long coat and a 

Scottish beret on his head. This 

out-of-place hat jarred with his 

rather plain and distinguished 

attire, although if this was 

indeed Mr Henry Baker, then I 

knew why he wore such a hat. If 

what Holmes had deduced from 

the hat was true, he did not have 

another hat of the same style 
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to wear. It certainly seemed 

that Holmes had been ight: 

aspects of this man’s appearance 

matched Holmes’ description to 

the letter.

I greeted him with a quick nod 

as we entered together and went 

up to Holmes’ sitting room.

‘Mr Henry Baker?’ asked 

Holmes, rising from his seat 

and greeting the stranger in a 

friendly manner. ‘Pray take my 

chair by the fire. It’s a cold night. 
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May I introduce my colleague, 

Doctor Watson?’

The man turned and gave me 

a small nod and a smile before 

seating himself.

Holmes pointed to the hat, 

still hanging on the 

chair. ‘Is that your 

hat, Mr Baker?’

Mr Baker turned to 

look at it. He was 

a big man with a 

large head and a 



broad, intelligent face. His hair 

was grey and his hand trembled 

as he reached out for the hat. His 

black frock-coat was buttoned 

right up to the neck with the 

collar turned up, and his wrists 

protruded from the sleeves with 

no sign of shirt cuffs beneath.  

Shirt cuffs
A man is judged by his clothes. Much can 
be deduced from them – his wealth, his 
profession, his self-esteem. 
Removable cuffs and collars are often 
used by poorer men to maintain proper 
dress. Failure to use these suggests extreme 
poverty or lack of caring.



54

I nodded to myself in satisfaction, 

although I’d never really doubted 

Holmes’ description.

When Mr Baker spoke it 

was slowly and precisely with 

educated tones. 

‘Yes, sir, that is undoubtedly my 

hat.’

‘We expected to see a listing in 

the lost and found column in the 

newspaper,’ said Holmes.

Baker laughed and looked a 

bit ashamed. ‘Shillings have not 
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been as plentiful as they once 

were. I assumed that the gang 

of roughs who assaulted me had 

run off with both goose and hat. 

It seemed a waste of money to 

advertise.’

Holmes nodded. ‘Of course. By 

the way, we were forced to eat the 

bird.’

‘To eat it!’ Baker half rose from 

his chair.

Surely the loss of a goose 

wasn’t that serious! I glanced 
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anxiously at my friend, but his 

face revealed nothing of what he 

was thinking. 

‘Yes, it would have gone off if 

we had kept it any longer, but 

I assume the bird there on the 

sideboard will please your wife 

just as well. It is the same weight, 

and fresh. I’m sorry it is too late 

for Christmas.’

Mr Baker sighed with relief 

and sank back in the chair. ‘Oh, 

certainly, certainly!’ he said. 
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‘But we still have the 

feathers, legs and throat of 

the other bird, if you wish …’ 

Holmes was watching him 

closely.

Baker laughed heartily. 

‘I cannot see what use 

they would be, sir, except 

as a souvenir. My wife and I 

shall be well pleased with the 

replacement goose, thank you.’
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Holmes glanced at me and 

shrugged slightly. It seemed  

that Mr Baker was innocent of 

the theft.

Baker rose to leave. I 

reached for the goose and 

handed it to him. He tucked it 

under his arm and reached for 

his hat.

‘Before you go,’ said Holmes, 

‘I am interested in fowls and 

wondered where you bought such 

a good specimen.’
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‘Certainly. I work in the British 

Museum and some of us go to 

the nearby Alpha Inn after work 

for a drink or two. This year the 

landlord, Mr Windigate, suggested 

that we all save a few pence a week 

and he would provide us each with 

a goose at Christmas. We called 

ourselves the Goose Club.’

‘A grand idea,’ I said.

He clamped the hat on his 

head with a smile and tucked his 

Scottish beret in his pocket.
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‘I thank you, Mr Holmes, 

Doctor Watson. A beret is not 

suited to a man my age.’

 ‘One more thing, Mr Baker,’ 

I said, remembering Holmes’ 

strangest deduction. ‘Do you have 

gas laid on in your house?’

He turned in the doorway 

and shook his head. ‘No, sir, we 

do not. Only candles.’ With 

that, he bowed and left the 

room, trying his very best 

to look dignified.
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‘It is certain that Mr Henry 

Baker knows nothing of the 

robbery, Watson,’ said Holmes, 

closing the door. ‘But let us delay 

dinner and follow up this clue 

while it is hot.’ 

It was fortunate that I was not 

too hungry since once Holmes 

had his nose in a mystery he 

often forgot to eat.

It was a bitterly cold night 

so we put on our overcoats 

and threw scarves around our 



THE

ALPHA INN

necks. It was no longer snowing 

and the sky was clear with 

stars twinkling. The breath of 

passers-by blew in front of them 

like puffs of smoke.

After fifteen minutes of brisk 

walking we arrived at the Alpha 

Inn in Bloomsbury. It was down 

a side street and its faded 

sign hung 

motionless 

in the still, 

crisp air.
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We went in and approached the 

bar. Despite the emptiness of the 

streets outside, the inn was busy 

with customers celebrating the 

festive season.

‘Two pints of your best beer, 

please, landlord,’ demanded 

Holmes of the red-faced man 

behind the bar, who wiped his 

hands on his white apron and 

gave us a bemused smile before 

turning to the nearest taps and 

filling our glasses.
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‘Your beer should be excellent 

if it is as good as your geese,’ said 

Holmes by way of thanks.

The landlord looked up with a 

puzzled expression. ‘My geese?’

‘I spoke to Mr Henry Baker 

just half an hour ago. He is, I 

understand, a member of your 

Goose Club.’

 The landlord nodded slowly. 

‘Yes, I see. But them’s not my 

geese, sir. I got two dozen from a 

man in Covent Garden Market.’
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‘Pray tell me who,’ said Holmes. 

‘I may know him.’

‘Breckinridge is his name.’

Holmes raised his glass and  

I did likewise. ‘Your good 

health, landlord!’ Now that he 

had the information he was 

seeking, Holmes suddenly put 

down his glass, picked up his 

gloves and made for the door.  

I followed him reluctantly. I  

had been looking forward to 

that beer.
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We buttoned our coats in the 

frosty air. 

‘Now for Breckinridge. We must 

make haste, Watson. Although at 

one end of this chain there is just a 

goose, at the other is a man facing 

prison for theft. John Horner has 

committed some petty crimes 

before, but may well be innocent 

of this one. We have a line of 

investigation that the police do not 

know about. We must follow it to 

the end and see that justice prevails.’



We made our way down 

Holborn and through a maze 

of small streets to eventually 

arrive in Covent Garden 

Market. It did not take us 

long to find what we were 
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looking for. One of the largest 

stalls there had the name 

Breckinridge on it. The man 

behind the counter had a 

long, horse-like face and well-

trimmed side-whiskers. He was 

so busy closing the stall that he 

did not notice us at first.

‘Good evening. It’s a cold night,’ 

said Holmes, pulling his coat 

around him to emphasise the fact.

The man nodded curtly and 

grunted but did not stop his work.
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‘Sold out of geese, I see,’ 

continued Holmes.

‘I can let you have five hundred 

tomorrow morning,’ said the man, 

putting up his shutters. 

‘That’s no good,’ said Holmes. 

The stallholder sighed, as if he 

were tired of the conversation. 

‘There are some left on the stall 

over there, with the lantern 

burning, if you cannot wait.’

‘Ah, but I wanted geese from you. 

You were recommended to me.’



‘Who by?’ The man stopped for 

a moment and glared at us.

‘The landlord of the Alpha Inn.’

‘I sent him a couple of dozen.’

‘Fine birds they were. Where 

did you get them from?’

To my surprise, 

anger flared on the 

man’s face. 



71

‘What do you mean, mister? Tell 

me straight.’

‘I would like to know where you 

bought the geese that you sold to 

the Alpha.’

‘I shan’t tell you!’

Holmes shrugged. ‘I can’t see 

why the question should anger 

you.’

‘You would be angry if you’d 

been asked that question all day. 

How much were they? Who did 

I sell them to? What a fuss over 
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some geese! Anyone would think 

they were the only geese in the 

world!’

‘If you won’t tell us then the bet 

is off,’ said Holmes. ‘I’m an expert 

on fowls and I bet a good fiver 

that the bird my friend was sold 

was country bred.’

I knew this was not true and 

tried to keep a straight face. What 

game was Holmes playing?

‘It was not!’ said the man. 

‘I say it is.’
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‘I tell you that all the birds 

that went to the Alpha were 

town bred.’

Holmes gave him a look of 

disbelief. ‘Will you bet me, then?’

Even in the glow of the lamp I 

could see the man’s eyes gleam. 

‘It wouldn’t be fair. I would 

just be taking your money,’ 

Holmes continued. ‘I know I  

am right, but I’ll bet a sovereign 

if that’s what it takes to prove it 

to you.’



The man chuckled, reached 

under the counter, and brought 

out two books – a thin one and a 

great fat greasy one. He laid them 

side by side under his lamp. ‘Now 

then, Mr Cock-Sure, here is a 

list of the folk from 
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whom I buy, country folk on one 

side in green ink and town folk 

in red on the other. Read me the 

third name in red ink.’

We both looked and Holmes 

read it aloud.

‘Mrs Oakshott, 117, Brixton 

Road – number 249.’ 

‘Now look it up in the ledger.’ 

He opened the big book and 

Holmes bent over to read where 

the man’s finger pointed.

‘Here you are. Number 249.’
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Holmes looked suitably peeved. 

He took a sovereign out of his 

pocket and threw it down onto the 

counter as Breckinridge grinned, 

showing yellowed teeth. Then 

he turned and walked away as 

if deeply annoyed, only to stop 

Mrs Oakshott, 117, Brixton Road 
– December 22nd – 24 geese at 
7/6 each. 

Sold to: Mr Windigate of the 
Alpha Inn – December 23rd – 24 
geese at 12/- each.
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under a lamp a few yards away 

and laugh silently, as was his way. 

‘He was a stubborn sort, don’t 

you think, Watson? I have no 

doubt that if I had offered him 

a hundred pounds he would not 

have given me that information. 

Thankfully I saw a betting ticket 

sticking out of his pocket so I 

knew he wouldn’t be able to resist 

a wager. Well, I think we are 

nearing the end of our quest. The 

only question we need to address 
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now is whether to visit this Mrs 

Oakshott tonight, or whether this 

should be followed up tomorrow. 

There are clearly others interested 

in this goose, so perhaps–’

Suddenly there was a 

commotion at the stall we had just 

left. We turned and saw a little rat-

faced man standing in the glow of 

the lamp, who was clearly arguing 

with Breckinridge considering that 

the stall-holder was shaking his 

fists at the cringing fellow.
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‘I’ve had enough of you and your 

geese!’ shouted Breckinridge. ‘If 

you come pestering me again I’ll 

set the dog on you! You bring Mrs 

Oakshott here and I’ll answer her. 

What have you got to do with it? 

Did I buy the geese from you?’

‘No, but one of them was mine,’ 

whined the man.

‘Then ask Mrs Oakshott about it.’

‘I did but she told me to ask you.’

‘I’ve had enough of this! Get 

out!’ The stall-holder suddenly 
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dashed forwards and the little 

man took to his heels.

‘Ha! We may have saved 

ourselves a trip to Brixton,’ 

murmured Holmes, half to 

himself. He sprinted forwards 

with surprising ease and soon 

caught up with the man, touching 

him on the shoulder.

The man spun round. ‘What do 

you want?’ he said in a quavering 

voice. His face looked deathly 

pale in the gaslight.



‘Excuse me,’ said 

Holmes. ‘I overheard 

what you said to the 

stall-holder just now and 

I think I can help you.’
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‘Who are you? You could not 

know anything of this matter.’ The 

man squirmed as he spoke and 

would not meet Holmes’ eyes.

‘My name is Sherlock Holmes. 

It is my business to know what 

other people don’t. You are 

trying to trace some geese that 

were sold by Mrs Oakshott, 

of Brixton Road, to that stall-

holder there.’ He waved his hand 

in the direction of the market. 

‘Breckinridge sold them to  
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Mr Windigate of the Alpha Inn, 

who sold them to the members 

of his goose club, of which a Mr 

Henry Baker is a member.’

On hearing this, the fellow’s 

suspicion melted away. ‘Oh sir, 

you are the very man 

I wished to meet,’ he 

cried with outstretched 

hand and quivering 

fingers. ‘I can’t 

tell you how 

interested I am 
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in this matter.’ His abnormal 

enthusiasm led me to suspect 

that he knew something about 

our case, but where he fitted 

into the puzzle I knew not.

Holmes hailed a carriage. ‘We 

had better discuss this in a cosy 

room rather than out here in the 

cold,’ he said. Our new companion 

looked uncertain, but his need to 

trace the geese obviously decided 

him and he climbed in.

When we were seated, me 



and Holmes on one side and the 

man opposite, Holmes said, ‘And 

whom do I have the pleasure of 

assisting?’

The man hesitated a moment. 

‘My name is John Robinson.’
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‘No, your real name,’ said 

Holmes, sweetly. ‘It is awkward 

doing business with an alias.’

The man’s cheeks reddened 

with embarrassment. ‘My name is 

James Ryder.’

Holmes nodded. ‘Attendant at 

the Hotel Cosmopolitan.’

The little man was speechless 

and looked from one of us to 

the other, half frightened and 

half hopeful. Then he lapsed 

into silence, throughout the 
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journey clasping and unclasping 

his hands nervously until we 

reached Baker Street.

As we entered the sitting room 

Holmes said cheerily, ‘Here we 

are. Pray take the chair by the 

fire, Mr Ryder. You look cold.’

As usual, Mrs Hudson had 

made sure that our room was 

warm and the fire well stoked. 

She was always careful to take 

good care of Holmes in particular, 

although I had no doubt that 



many of her kindnesses went 

unnoticed.

As I took a seat at the table, 

Holmes flung off his shoes and 

put on his slippers before sitting 

opposite Mr Ryder and leaning 

forwards. 

‘Now then, Mr Ryder, you want 

to know what became of the geese?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Or rather, one particular 

goose. A white bird with a black 

bar across its tail.’
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Ryder quivered with emotion. 

‘Oh, sir,’ he cried, ‘can you tell me 

where it went to?’

‘It came here.’

‘Here?’

‘A most remarkable bird,’ said 

Holmes. ‘No wonder you are so 

interested in it. It laid an egg 

after it was dead – the bonniest, 

brightest little blue egg you’ve 

ever seen! I have it here.’

Ryder staggered to his feet 

and clutched the mantelpiece. 
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In my capacity as a doctor, I was 

concerned that he would fall, and 

I half rose from my chair. The man 

was in a high state of agitation 

and I wondered whether a mild 

sedative would be appropriate, 

but he seemed to straighten, 

and watched Holmes unlock his 

strong-box and reach inside.

The Blue Carbuncle shone 

like a star, even in the gaslight. 

Its facets sparkled with a cold 

brilliance.
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Ryder stared 

at it, his hand half 

outstretched as if he 

didn’t know whether 

to claim or disown it. His legs 

buckled once more and he 

swayed slightly.

‘The game’s up, Ryder,’ said 

Holmes, quietly. ‘Be careful, man, 

or you’ll be in the fire. Give him 

an arm back to his chair, Watson, 

and a dash of brandy. What a 

shrimp he is, to be sure.’
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The brandy brought back some 

colour to his cheeks and Ryder 

sat staring up at Holmes, who 

rolled the gem in his fingers for a 

moment before putting it back in 

the box.

‘I have almost all the 

information and proof now,’  

said Holmes, standing over 

Ryder. ‘But we might as well 

clear up all the details and close 

the case. How did you hear of 

this blue stone?’
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‘It was Catherine Cusack who 

told me of it,’ said Ryder, almost 

in a whisper. 

‘The Countess of Morcar’s 

waiting maid. And the temptation 

of easy riches was too much for 

you. You knew that the plumber, 

Horner, had been convicted of 

theft in the past so he was much 

more likely to be suspected 

if the jewel were missed. You 

engineered some small task for 

him in her ladyship’s bathroom. 



94

After he had made that repair 

and gone, you stole the jewel, 

raised the alarm, and left while 

that poor man was arrested for 

a crime he did not commit!’ 

Holmes had stood up and become 

increasingly angry during this 

accusation, and this last sentence 

was shouted at the cowering 

fellow in front of him. 

Ryder suddenly threw himself 

on the hearth rug and clutched 

at Holmes’ knees. ‘For God’s 



sake, have mercy!’ he shrieked. 

‘Think of my father and mother. 

It would break their hearts. I’ve 

never done wrong before and 

I never will again. Please don’t 

bring it to court!’
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‘Get back in your chair!’ said 

Holmes sternly. ‘You cringe 

and crawl now but you thought 

nothing of letting an innocent 

man go to prison in your place.’

I had hardly seen my friend in 

such wild spirit but had to admit 

that the fellow deserved it.

‘I will go away, Mr Holmes. I 

will leave the country and the 

case against him will fall.’

‘But first tell us the whole 

story,’ said Holmes, taking 



his seat by the fire again and 

calming his voice. ‘How did the 

stone get into the goose and how 

did the goose come to be sold at 

the market? Tell us truthfully. 

That is your only chance.’

I was eager to hear Ryder’s 

account.

Ryder licked his dry lips. He 

glanced from Holmes to me 

and back again. ‘I will 

tell you, sirs, just as it 

happened.’
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‘When Horner had been 

arrested,’ he began, ‘I knew that 

I had to get away from the hotel 

and hide the stone before the 

police decided to search me and 

my room. There was no place 

there in which I could have 

concealed it. I pretended that I 

had been asked to run an errand 

and instead went to my sister’s 

house in Brixton. She supplies 

geese to Mr Breckinridge under 

her married name, Oakshott. All 



the way there I imagined that the 

police would pounce on me at 

any moment.’ He gave a shudder 

as if recalling the feeling. 

‘When I reached my sister’s 

house I was covered in 

sweat even though it was a 

cold day. She said I looked 

pale, so I told her that I was 

upset about a jewel robbery 

at the hotel. I went out to her 

back yard to smoke a pipe and 

think. There her geese were, 
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gathered round a bowl of feed. 

They were calming somehow, 

and I suddenly remembered a 

man I’d once known – Maudsley. 

He would know where to sell 

the gem and he wouldn’t let 

me down, because I know a 

few things about him that he 

wouldn’t want anyone to know.’ 

A sly look came over his face as 

he spoke of blackmail. ‘He lives 

in Kilburn, but the only problem 

was how to get the gem there. I 
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thought of how scared I had been 

that a policeman might decide 

to search me, so I had to come 

up with some way to get it there 

without carrying it myself.

 ‘I was looking at the geese 

when I had an idea that would 

fool any policeman. My sister 

had said that I could have a 

goose for a Christmas present 

so I looked at them all, now 

crowding round my feet. There 

was a fine plump one with a 
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black bar across its tail. It would 

be a good carrier for my gem. 

With some difficulty I caught 

it and forced the gem down its 
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throat, but then it f lapped and 

pecked and got away just as my 

sister came out to see what all 

the fuss was about.

‘“What are you doing with that 

bird, Jem?” she asked me. 

‘“Well,” I said. “You promised 

me a goose for Christmas and I 

have chosen one.”

‘“But I had already saved one 

for you,” she said, a bit put out. 

“We fattened it specially. It’s that 

big white one over there.”
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‘“Thank you, Maggie,” I said, 

“but I’d rather have this one.” 

‘“The other is a good three 

pounds heavier, but just as you 

like,” she said, with a shrug. “Kill 

it and take it with you.” So I did, 

and carried it to Kilburn. I told 

my pal what I had done and he 

laughed until he nearly choked. 

We got a knife and opened its 

throat …’ He stopped, gasping 

as if he himself was about to 

choke. ‘But there was no sign of 



the stone. I had made a terrible 

mistake. I rushed back to my 

sister’s house, but the geese were 

all gone. She told me that she had 

already sold them to Breckinridge 

in Covent Garden Market.’

‘And there was another similar 

one with a black bar 

on its tail,’ I said.

He burst out 

sobbing, his 

face buried in 

his hands.



There was a long silence filled 

only by his sniffling and Holmes 

tapping his fingers on the edge of 

a table. At last my friend stood 

up and marched to the door. He 

flung it open and waited beside 

it pointedly.
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‘What, sir?’ Ryder stared at 

the open door in disbelief. ‘Oh, 

heaven bless you!’ 

‘Get out!’ Holmes shouted.

Ryder needed no second telling 

but was through the door and 

down the stairs in a clatter. The 

front door banged and then there 

was silence. 

Holmes reached for his pipe. 

‘After all, Watson,’ he said, ‘I 

am not employed by the police 

to solve their crimes. If Horner 



were in danger, I would have 

taken a different course of 

action, but thankfully no-one 

was harmed. Now that Ryder has 

gone he will not 

give evidence 

against 

Horner, so 

the case will 

collapse and no 

one will be sent to jail. 

It’s just possible that 

I am saving a soul. 
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Ryder will not commit another 

crime but going to prison could 

change his life for the worse. It  

is the season for forgiveness,  

after all.’

I could see a lot of value in 

my friend’s reasoning – Ryder 

was obviously easily influenced 

and the company of hardened 

criminals would do him no good.

‘If you would ring the bell 

please, Watson, we will begin 

another investigation, in which a 
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bird will again be the chief feature.’

I smiled. I had certainly worked 

up an appetite for our supper, and 

I was glad that Holmes was at last 

thinking of food. 

I was also glad that it wasn’t 

goose.
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