
THE STORMY PETRELS OF MAUMEE BAY GUIDE TO THE STRANAHAN ARBORETUM, 
WITH PARTICULAR REFERENCE TO TREES IN THE 60 STORIES (AKA "THE 

CANON") OF SIR ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE’S SHERLOCK HOLMES AND BRITAIN 
Compiled by Alison L. Spongberg and edited by Thomas R. Schoen 

Spongberg and Schoen are members of the Stormy Petrels of Maumee Bay, Toledo, Ohio, a 
scion of the Baker Street Irregulars of New York, devoted to the study and celebration of the life 
and times of Sherlock Holmes and Dr. John H. Watson as created by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. 

Spongberg is a University of Toledo researcher at the Stranahan Arboretum. 

 

The University of Toledo’s R. A. Stranahan Arboretum, 4131 Tantara Drive, Toledo, Ohio is a 47-
acre site that consists of cultivated ornamental trees, rolling lawns, natural woods, ponds, 
wetlands and prairie.  Although the site is occasionally opened to the public for special events, 
the site is generally restricted for university researchers and groups with specific interest in trees 
or the environments maintained at the facility.  This guide was specifically designed to emphasize 
plants pertinent to the stories of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, and Britain, in 
general.  We tried to make this listing as complete as possible; however, we gratefully accept any 
comments, additions or corrections at aspongb@utnet.utoledo.edu.  Additional information, 
including a general guide to the site, and a downloadable audio tour is available at 
www.arboretum.utoledo.edu.  

As you enter the arboretum from Tantara Drive you will notice a kiosk with general information. 
To the right of the kiosk is the beginning of this tour, designated by signs, labeled 1 through 23, 
with maps of the trees at that location.   
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Stop one 
English Hawthorn is identified as a shrubby, low-branched, round-topped tree with a close, 
dense head of stiff, zigzag, ascending thorny branches[1,2].  The thorns are very sharp and about 
2.5 cm long.  Foliage in the summer is deep green, with white flowers in mid-May and red fruit in 
September and October.  Hawthorns got their name when a naturalist walked up, grabbed one, 
was stuck and said “Ha, thorn!” 

Located in England's southwest corner is the legendary 
village of Glastonbury. Rich in both myth and history, 
Glastonbury is one of the most spellbinding places in the 
world. Recognized as a spiritual center since the 
megalithic era, it is the site of the first Christian church in 
the British Isles and claimed to be the Avalon of King 
Arthur. 

The small village of Glastonbury itself is lovely and quaint, 
cradled among a series of velvety green hills. The tallest of these hills is the famous Tor, an 
oblong hill formation with the impressive remains of a church tower on top, dedicated to the 
Archangel Michael. At the foot of the Tor is the Chalice Well and the spherical dome of Chalice 
Hill. Below in the town center lay the ruins of the great Abbey, site of Joseph of Arimathea's 
church, and gravesite of the legendary King Arthur. Wearyall Hill, location of the legendary thorn 
tree is on the west entrance to the village.  This thorn tree is none other than our featured tree, 
the English Hawthorn.[3] 

"Do you see that Black Tor over yonder? Well, do you see the low hill beyond with the 
thornbush upon it? It is the stoniest part of the whole moor. Is that a place where a shepherd 
would be likely to take his station?...” [SIGN] 

In London there is a saying “Never cast a clout till May be out”. An old saying that means "Don't 
take off your winter clothing till..." well, that's where it all goes a bit odd. Most people think it 
means "ooo, it can get cold until the end of May". But actually, the very English Hawthorn is also 
known as the May Tree, and its blossom is called May.  So it could mean, wait until May blossom 
is out.[4] 

Poison thorns were used in HOUN, and DYIN an esoteric fatal infectious disease called the 
Tapanuli fever is used as a biological weapon by the criminal Culverton Smith. Holmes speaks of 
him thus to his friend Dr Watson: 

“ ‘It may surprise you to know that the man upon earth who is best versed in this disease is 
not a medical man, but a planter. Mr. Culverton Smith is a well-known resident of Sumatra, 
now visiting London. An outbreak of the disease upon his plantation, which was distant from 
medical aid, caused him to study it himself, with some rather far-reaching consequences’.” 

The poison was delivered in a box … “ ‘if you look at it sideways where the sharp spring like a 
viper's tooth emerges as you open it. I dare say it was by some such device that poor Savage, 
who stood between this monster and a reversion, was done to death.’ ”  Why do I mention this?  
Recently, similar cases of disease transmission using thorns have emerged.  Even more 
fascinating is a Lancet letter entitled “A Deadly Thorn”, describing the case of a 61-year-old man 
who returned to England after a two-week holiday in Thailand. While gardening the next day he 
stood on a large thorn which penetrated his left heel through the sole of the shoes that he had 
worn throughout his vacation in Thailand. He developed melioidosis and died. The skin and 
shoes were probably colonized with B. pseudomallei in Thailand, and the thorn then inoculated 
the bacteria.[5]  
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Stop Two 

"Oh, a trusty comrade is always of use; and a chronicler still more so. My room at The Cedars 
is a double-bedded one." [TWIS] 

The Coast or Atlantic Whitecedar. (Chamaecyparis thyoides) is an 
evergreen coniferous tree of the cypress family, (confusing because 
it is a cypress, not a cedar).  The first year leaf is bluish to green on 
a slender stem but quickly turns brown.  The leaf commonly 
remains on the tree for up to three years, giving the tree an overall 
‘dead-ish’ appearance.  Only the top third of a healthy cedar may 
have branches.  One problem that might develop is that older gypsy 
moth caterpillars sometimes eat the foliage; however, the young 
caterpillars avoid it! 

 

Stop Three 
Oaks are mentioned in several stories of the 
canon [ABBE, FIVE, HOUN, MUSG, REIG, SOLI, 
VALL] usually with no reference to the specific 
genus and species.  

“Right in front of the house, upon the left-
hand side of the drive, there stood a patriarch 
among oaks. one of the most magnificent 
trees that I have ever seen.” [MUSC] 

Plant life is particularly useful imagery in the 
following excerpt from HOUN: 

“The wagonette swung round into a side road, 
and we curved upward through deep lanes 
worn by centuries of wheels, high banks on either side, heavy with dripping moss and fleshy 
hart's-tongue ferns. Bronzing bracken and mottled bramble gleamed in the light of the 
sinking sun. Still steadily rising, we passed over a narrow granite bridge and skirted a noisy 
stream which gushed swiftly down, foaming and roaring amid the gray boulders. Both road 
and stream wound up through a valley dense with scrub oak and fir. At every turn 
Baskerville gave an exclamation of delight, looking eagerly about him and asking countless 
questions. To his eyes all seemed beautiful, but to me a tinge of melancholy lay upon the 
countryside,”  

Scrub Oak is a general name for several species of small, shrubby 
oaks, including the following species: California Scrub Oak (Quercus 
berberidifolia), Coastal Scrub Oak (Quercus dumosa), Island Scrub 
Oak (Quercus parvula), Gambel oak (Quercus gambelii), and Bear oak 
(Quercus ilicifolia.) 

This stop has several majestic examples of oak trees, including the 
Willow Oak, Sawtooth Oak, Sovereign Pine Oak, and Shumard or 
Swamp Red Oak.  All oaks have similar lobate leaves, with variations in 
the degree of lobation and size of the leaf.  The Willow and Sawtooth 
Oaks are essentially lobe-less, while the Shumard is deeply lobed.  A 
good botanist can identify any Oak by its bark.   

“Never in my life have I seen such a sight.  
The man’s face peeled off under the sponge 
like the bark from a tree”  [FIVE]  3



Oaks are extremely common in the entire world.  They hold “elderly status” among trees.  Heights 
can reach over 30 meters in many species with strong upward pointing branches that epitomize 
strength and authority. 

Tree worship or religious veneration paid to trees by primitive races of men, arose from the belief 
that trees were the fixed abode or a favorite resort of spirits capable of influencing human destiny.  
Many different kinds of trees have been specific objects of worship, but the oak has been 
particularly favored, as among the Druids.  In his disguise as an old bibliophile Holmes carries a 
volume entitled The Origin of Tree Worship in EMPT.[6]

 

Larches are conifers in the genus Larix, in the family Pinaceae, native to much of the cooler 
temperate northern hemisphere, on lowlands in the far north, and high on mountains further 
south. Larches are among the dominant plants in the immense boreal forests of Russia and 
Canada. 

“So steep were the rocky banks on either side of them that the larch and the pine seemed to 
be suspended over their heads, and to need only a gust of wind to come hurtling down upon 
them. Nor was the fear entirely an illusion, for the barren valley was thickly strewn with trees 
and boulders which had fallen in a similar manner.” [STUD] 

The larch is a contradiction of terms, in that they are deciduous conifers.  Most conifers make and 
store all their food in their needles and lose only a third every two to three years.  Larches, 
however, drop their needles every fall, requiring more food to be stored in their trunks and roots. 

The shoots are dimorphic, with growth divided into long 
shoots bearing several buds, and short shoots with only 
a single bud. The leaves are needle-like, 2-5 cm long, 
slender (under 1 mm wide). They are borne singly, 
spirally arranged on the long shoots, and in dense 
clusters of 20-50 needles on the short shoots. Height 
can be up to 43 meters. The needles turn a stunning 
yellow in late autumn, leaving the trees leafless through 
winter. 

Larch trees in the north have small green to purplish 
cones (1-3 cm) with short bracts, while more southerly 
species have longer cones (3-9 cm), with the longest 
cones and bracts produced by the southernmost species 
in the Himalaya. 

Larch is highly valued since the wood is tough, 
waterproof and durable, with top quality knot-free timber 
being in great demand for building yachts and other 
small boats. Larch has also been used in herbal 

medicine.  In central Europe larch is prized for home building and formerly was used with birch in 
pagan ‘sagged’ cremations. One ‘sąg’ (pronounced ‘song’) of wood was required for each 
cremation stack. The ‘sąg’ is still the measurement unit used in Polish forestry today 
(approximately 3x1x1m). 

In Siberia young larch branches are harvested in the spring, preserved by lactobacillus 
fermentation and used in salads during winter. Larches are often utilized in bonsai culture, where 
their knobby bark, small needles, fresh spring foliage and autumn colors are appreciated.  And, of 
course, the tree was a running gag in Monty Python sketches. 
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Stop Four 
This stop also displays several more oak species, including the Shingle Oak(or Laurel Oak), 
Pyramidal English Oak. The English species has a very upright posture, up to 20 meters tall, but 
only 3-5 meters wide.  The leaves are highly rounded and lobed.  Acorns of this species are 2.5 
cm long, narrow and elongated.  Unfortunately, no fall color is exhibited. 

 

Pines are also mentioned in the canon [WIST, STUD, 3GAB], with no mention as to particular 
species.   

“Behind was a grove of melancholy, half-grown pines, and the whole aspect of the place was 
poor and depressing.” [3GAB] 

This stop has a spectacular example of the unique Weeping White Pine, characterized by long 
branches that can sweep the ground, obtaining quite unique and individualized shapes.  Due to 
their aggressive growth and invasion they are commonly referred to as “Old Field Pines”.  White 
Pines can be identified by their bundles of five needles, from 5-10 cm long. 

 

Stop Five 
Sherlock Holmes had a masterful knowledge of poisons and was known to ‘bait’ an unsuspecting 
visitor’s food or drink with various compounds to observe their effects.   

" ‘Holmes is a little too scientific for my tastes--it approaches to cold-bloodedness. I could 
imagine his giving a friend a little pinch of the latest vegetable alkaloid, not out of 
malevolence, you understand, but simply out of a spirit of inquiry in order to have an accurate 
idea of the effects. To do him justice, I think that he would take it himself with the same 
readiness. He appears to have a passion for definite and exact knowledge.’ " [STUD] 

Indeed, he also had no qualms about experimenting upon himself: 

“ ‘I have to be careful,’ he continued, turning to me with a smile, ‘for I dabble with poisons a 
good deal.’ He held out his hand as he spoke, and I noticed that it was all mottled over with 
similar pieces of plaster, and discoloured with strong acids.” [STUD] 

Alas, in the canon, many poisons are given only generic names, such as acid, alkaloid, pellet, 
venom, etc. The Canadian Hemlock tree (Tsuga canadensis) at this stop might bring to mind 
several poisons used in the canon; however, this tree is innocent of these crimes.   

Tsuga canadensis, also known as Eastern or 
Canadian Hemlock, and in the French-speaking 
regions of Canada as Pruche du Canada, is a 
coniferous tree native to eastern North America, 
but has relatives in Europe. It is very long-lived 
with the oldest recorded specimen being at least 
554 years old. The species is currently under 
serious threat of extinction across much of its 
range due to a sap-sucking insect, the hemlock 
woolly adelgid, which was introduced from Asia 
and is capable of killing large trees within one to 
two years. Before its introduction, the Eastern 

Hemlock was a dominant component of Appalachian forests. It is the state tree of Pennsylvania. 
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Conium is a genus of two species of perennial herbaceous 
flowering plants native to Europe and the Mediterranean region (C. 
maculatum), and to southern Africa (C. chaerophylloides). By far the 
most familiar species is Conium maculatum (Hemlock or Poison 
Hemlock), noted for its toxicity. It grows between 1.5–2.5 m tall, 
with a smooth green stem, usually spotted or streaked with red or 
purple on the lower half of the stem. The leaves are finely divided 
and lacy, overall triangular in shape, up to 50 cm long and 40 cm 
broad. The flowers are small, white, clustered in umbels up to 10–
15 cm across.  

Conium maculatum has been widely introduced and naturalized in 
many other areas, and is often found on poorly drained soils, 
particularly near streams, ditches, and other surface water. The 
plant is often mistaken for fennel, parsley (which itself is mentioned 
in SIXN) or wild carrot although the characteristic stem hairs of the wild carrots are missing. The 
Conium root is fleshy, white and can be mistaken for parsnip. When crushed, the leaves and root 
emit a rank, unpleasant odor often compared to that of parsnips. A useful trick to determine 
whether a plant is poison hemlock rather than fennel is to smell the crushed leaves. Fennel 
smells like anise or licorice, whereas the smell of poison hemlock is mouse-like or musty. 
Considering the high toxicity of poison hemlock and that many people are unfamiliar with smelling 
mice, if the plant cannot be identified it must be discarded. 

Aniseed, as we know, can be quite potent-smelling: 

“ ‘I walked into the doctor's yard this morning, and shot my syringe full of aniseed over the 
hind wheel. A draghound will follow aniseed from here to John o' Groat's, and our friend, 
Armstrong, would have to drive through the Cam before he would shake Pompey off his trail.’” 
[MISS] 

Conium contains many alkaloids. The most important and toxic of these is Coniine, a neurotoxin 
which disrupts the workings of the central nervous system and is toxic to people and all classes of 
livestock.   

In ancient Greece, hemlock was used to poison condemned prisoners. The most famous victim of 
hemlock poisoning is the philosopher Socrates. After being condemned to death for impiety in 
399 BC, Socrates was given a potent solution of the hemlock plant. Plato described Socrates' 
death in the Phaedo: 

"The man … laid his hands on him and after a while examined his feet and legs, then pinched 
his foot hard and asked if he felt it. He said ‘No’; then after that, his thighs; and passing 
upwards in this way he showed us that he was growing cold and rigid. And then again he 
touched him and said that when it reached his heart, he would be gone. The chill had now 
reached the region about the groin, and uncovering his face, which had been covered, he 
said — and these were his last words — 'Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius. Pay it and do not 
neglect it.' 'That,' said Crito, 'shall be done; but see if you have anything else to say.' To this 
question he made no reply, but after a little while he moved; the attendant uncovered him; his 
eyes were fixed. And Crito when he saw it, closed his mouth and eyes."  

Although many have questioned whether this is a factual account, careful attention to Plato's 
words, modern and ancient medicine, and other ancient Greek sources point to the above 
account being consistent with hemlock poisoning.  

Sometimes the characteristic red spots found on the stem and branches are referred to as "the 
blood of Socrates" in reference to his death. 
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At the end of this stop we cross a ravine.  

“The coyote skulks among the scrub, the buzzard flaps heavily through the air, and the 
clumsy grizzly bear lumbers through the dark ravines, and picks up such sustenance as it 
can amongst the rocks.” [STUD]  

" ‘To-morrow is your last day, and unless you act to-night you are lost. I have a mule and two 
horses waiting in the Eagle Ravine. How much money have you?’ " [Jefferson Hope in STUD]  

Eagle Ravine is situated near Salt Lake City, however, later in the story Doyle calls the same 
ravine Eagle “Canon”. No such ravine actually exists in Nevada; however, a real Eagle Ravine 
exists near Nevada City, CA.  

 
Stop Six 

This particular stop is dominated by maples, which are not mentioned in the canon, other than a 
reference to Mapleton Stables [SILV].  The fall foliage from Maple trees is unique to the Western 
Hemisphere.  In fact, Europeans wrote amazing accounts of their first experiences with the fall 
maple reds and oranges they encountered in the New World.   

 

Pines are mentioned in STUD and 3GAB and can be found scattered throughout the arboretum. 
The Contorted White Pine at this stop is a particularly interesting member of this genus with an 
open, irregular, pyramidal form and twisted branchlets.  We will talk about pines in more detail at 
a later stop. 

White Pine Trees did play a part in British-American history in 1772.  A white pine tree in 
Somersworth, New Hampshire stands 40 meters tall, taller than an eight-story building. The trunk 
is two meters across at the base and one of very few trees left large enough to be used as a mast 
for the wooden sailing ships built for the Royal Navy of King George III in the 1700s. 

During this era, one of the New World’s most abundant resources was trees. By the late 1600s, 
England had few forests left that could provide suitable trees for the giant masts, support timbers, 
and lumber for their growing Royal Navy and merchant ships. Tall, straight white pines were 
needed for "single-stick" masts. Thus, no matter who owned or cleared the land, white pines 
belonged to the King of England. In 1772 the British Parliament and King George III made a law 
protecting "any white pine tree of the growth of twelve inches in diameter." Deputy surveyors of 
the King's Woods had the authority to mark any and all suitable white pines with the broad arrow 
mark of the king. Mill workers defied the law, which they perceived as just another way of making 
colonists pay taxes to the British king. The Pine Tree Riot helped bring New Hampshire into the 
Revolutionary War against Great Britain.[7] 

 

This stop includes a unique, although sickly, specimen of the Franklin Tree, (Franklinia 
altamaha) named for Benjamin Franklin. This tree once had a limited range and was totally 
decimated by a fungal disease imported when infected cotton plants were grown nearby.  The 
tree is apparently now extinct in the wild. All existing trees are descended from a few seeds 
collected by John and William Bartram who discovered a small stand growing on a sand hill 
beside the Altamaha River in Georgia in 1765.[8]  He named them for his close friend. 

Although not mentioned in the canon, Benjamin Franklin’s stay in London was shrouded in 
murder and intrigue worthy of Sir Arthur’s attention.  Franklin’s last London residence was in need 
of support beam repair.  Upon excavating the basement, hundreds of human bones were found, 
including some with holes drilled in the skulls and other evidence of macabre goings-on.  Was 
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Franklin the progeny of Moriarity?  Well, it turns 
out that the Landlady’s son-in-law operated a 
small anatomy school and cadaver acquisition 
was somewhat akin to what we see in Young 
Frankenstein.  After they outlived their 
usefulness, cadavers were buried in the garden, 
which, when the house was expanded, became 
the new basement.  Case closed. 

During the late 1800s a brutal series of murders 
were committed in the Pennsylvania anthracite 
mining district with a level of violence eclipsing 
the Wild West’s gunslingers.  The Molly Maguires 
were a loathsome group of workers who 
intimidated, beat, bashed, crippled and murdered 
mine owners, supervisors and policemen. One 
noted policeman who was killed by this gang was 
Benjamin Franklin Yost.  Arthur Conan Doyle 
used the Molly Maguires as the basis for his work 
in The Valley of Fear.[9] 

 

Trees to our right are being overgrown by a 
number of hardy vines.  Some of these show an 
uncanny resemblance to another of our canonical 
poisons, curare. 

“If the child were pricked with one of those arrows dipped in curare or some other devilish 
drug, it would mean death if the venom were not sucked out.” [SUSS] 

Curare grows as a large liana, or vine, found in the canopy of the South American rainforest. The 
vine may get as thick as 10 cm in diameter at its base. It has large alternate, heart-shaped leaves 
10-20 cm long and almost as wide, with a 5-15 cm long petiole. The leaves are smooth on top 
with a hairy white bottom, and deeply indented veins radiating from the leaf base. Clusters of 
small (1-3 mm), greenish-white flowers are made up of separate male and female flowers. The 
fleshy fruits are oval, narrow at the base, and approximately 1-2 mm long. 

Some Indians of South America crush and cook the roots and stems, and add other plants and 
venom from animals, mixed to become a light syrup. They call this mixture "ampi", or "curaré", 
which they use on the tips of arrows and darts to hunt wild game. Crude curare is a dark brown or 
black mass with a sticky to hard consistency and an aromatic, tarry odor. The name comes from 
Indian word meaning "poison." 

Curare is another alkaloid, and acts as a neuromuscular blocking agent to produce paralysis in 
muscles. It first affects the muscles of the toes, ears, and eyes, then those of the neck, arms and 
legs, and finally, those involved in breathing. In fatal doses, death is caused by respiratory 
paralysis. Curare must get into the blood system to work. It doesn't hurt to eat something killed by 
a poisoned curare arrow, for instance! 

The active ingredient in curaré, D-tubocurarine, is used in medicine. Brazilians consider the root a 
diuretic, and use it internally in small quantities for madness and dropsy, and externally for 
bruises. It is also used for edema, fever, and kidney stones. 

" ‘Death from some powerful vegetable alkaloid,’ I answered, ‘some strychnine-like 
substance which would produce tetanus.’ “ [SIGN] 
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An alkaloid is, strictly speaking, a naturally occurring amine produced by a plant, but amines 
produced by animals and fungi are also called alkaloids. The name derives from the word 
alkaline; originally, the term was used to describe any nitrogen-containing base. Alkaloids usually 
have a bitter taste. They are found as secondary metabolites in plants (e.g. potatoes and 
tomatoes), animals (e.g. shellfish) and fungi. While many alkaloids are poisonous, some are used 
medicinally as analgesics (pain relievers) or anaesthetics, particularly morphine and codeine, and 
for other uses. 

Caffeine is an alkaloid that acts as a psychoactive stimulant in humans.  

“ ‘And now, Doctor, we've done our work, so it's time we had some play. A sandwich and a 
cup of coffee, and then off to violin-land, where all is sweetness and delicacy and harmony, 
and there are no red-headed clients to vex us with their conundrums.’ ” [REDH] 

 Nicotine is found in the nightshade family of plants, predominantly tobacco, and in lower 
quantities in tomato, potato, eggplant (aubergine), and green pepper.  

“ ‘I found the ash of a cigar, which my special knowledge of tobacco ashes enables me to 
pronounce as an Indian cigar.’ ” [IDEN] 

Nicotine alkaloids are also found in the leaves of the coca plant. Nicotine constitutes 0.3 to 5% of 
the tobacco plant by dry weight, with biosynthesis taking place in the roots, and accumulating in 
the leaves. It is a potent neurotoxin with particular specificity to insects; therefore nicotine was 
widely used as an insecticide in the past,  

Morphine is a highly potent opiate drug and is the principal active agent in opium and the 
prototypical opiate [ILLU, CREE, LION, SIGN]. 

“ ‘For God's sake oil, opium, morphia!’ he cried. ‘Anything to ease this infernal agony!’ ” [LION] 

Like other opiates, e.g. heroin, morphine acts directly on the central nervous system to relieve 
pain, Studies done on the efficacy of various opioids have indicated that, in the management of 
severe pain, no other narcotic analgesic is more effective or superior to morphine.  Morphine is 
highly addictive when compared to other substances, and physical and psychological 
dependences develop very rapidly. 

Many articles describing the recent epidemic abuse of cocaine give casual reference to the first 
popular figure to abuse the drug, our own Sherlock Holmes. This depiction is rarely understood 
for its full value as a commentary on addictions from both a medical and historical vantage. But 
remember, cocaine was legal in Victorian England, was available at the corner drugstore and was 

an ingredient in patent medicines and popular products, such as 
Coca Cola.  Until the early 1980’s cocaine was generally 
considered to be a relatively safe, non-addicting agent, with any 
historical reference to this 
substance being dismissed as 
moralistic exaggeration.[10] 

Phragmites, (left) or the 
common reed is a source of 
alkaloid poison compounds.  
The ravine has several stands 
of phragmites. 

The European Yew (right) is 
also poisonous and mentioned 
in the canon. 
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Stop Seven 
Fir trees are mentioned many times in the canon [HOUN, NAVA, SIGN, YELL].  

“We were fortunate enough to catch an early train at Waterloo, and in a little under an hour 
we found ourselves among the fir-woods and the heather of Woking.” [NAVA] 

This stop has numerous examples of spruce firs, with the Bird’s Nest, Colorado Blue, Norway, 
Weeping Norway and Serbian Spruces being representative of this large genus. 

Q. What’s the difference between a pine, a fir and a spruce? A: This is one of those sad 
situations that arise when modern scientific classification attempts to embrace the common 
names that came earlier.  Only such rational irrationalism could produce the modern distinction 
between ‘pines’ and ‘true pines’, or insist that the Douglas fir is an imposter and actually a pine in 
disguise.  In simpler times, people just wanted to know, ‘Does that tree have pointy, evergreen 
leaves or not?’  The Old Teutonic answer was ‘if yes, then it is a fir’. Anything pine-y was a ‘fir’.  
Farther south, the Romans had need of similar words, and one of them was ‘pinus’, which Old 
English speakers turned into ‘pine’. Over time, these dueling terms sorted out into specific 
meanings, often based on the quality of wood produced (pine wood generally being better for 
construction than fir). As a northern name, “fir” also became pegged to the rugged, northern kinds 
of conifers.  Naturally, people noticed various species of these trees, resulting in “white pine” and 
other specific terms. 

‘Spruce’ began in the 1300s as a more specific term, short for ‘Spruce fir’. The abbreviation was 
in use by the 1600s. ‘Spruce’ was an alternative form of ‘Pruce’. which was a contemporary term 
for the region of modern Germany, Poland and Russia known as Prussia. (Prussia was dissolved 
as part of the deal ending World War II.) Among the products Prussia (a.k.a. Spruce) was known 
for at the time was quality fir wood, known as Spruce fir. Possibly this referred to various types of 
fir wood collectively. The abbreviation to Spruce is fairly contemporary with the introduction of 
‘spruce’ (as in ‘spruce up’) in English, which is likely also a reference to Prussia (some speculate 
a basis in sharp-looking clothing made of then-famous Prussian leather).  

All of the aforementioned trees are conifers: their seeds come in woody cones, have needle-like 
leaves and a resinous wood. Wisely, science lumps them all under the order of conifers. 
However, all of these trees (along with larches, hemlocks and cedars) are put under the family of 
Pinaceae, or pine-like, trees. Pine is the natural preference since scientific classification is written 
in Latin.  Within the family is the genus Pinus—the ‘true pines’, or trees with clustered needles 
that have a sort of cuticle or sheath at the base. Several trees that look like all the other pines are 
not considered ‘true pines’ (including firs) fall into the genus Abies. These include any kind of 
northern, high-altitude conifer, with flat needles that do not come in bunches and grow straight out 
of the branch without a stem.  Meanwhile, ‘spruce’, simply a type of fir, gets its own genus, Picea. 
The only scientific difference between a spruce and a fir is that spruces have rectangular needles. 
The scientific name for the famed Norway spruce admits as much: it’s Picea abies, or ‘spruce fir’, 
the original common term. 

Granted, these genera do make reasonably worthwhile distinctions between trees that have 
evolved in somewhat different environments. There’s some biological credibility behind them.  But 
their distinctions are too sharp and literal to extrapolate from broadly defined common words. And 
by retaining the attachments to those common names, the scientific terms have branched out into 
confusion.  Arborists, landscapers and nature guides invariably refer to Picea trees as “spruces” 
and can go into the intricacies of identifying them. But a spruce is simply a fir from northeastern 
Europe, etymologically speaking.  Likewise, a fir is just a cold-weather pine, and they’re all pines 
in the end. Or all firs, if you’re feeling Teutonic. Scientific classification won’t tell you anything   
more than that—it’ll just make you count needles to do it.[11]

 

 10



 

Of non-canonical interest might be the 
Bristlecone Pine Trees (ahead to the left), 
also called Hickory Pine, which are examples 
of the oldest living things on earth.  Earth’s 
oldest living inihabitant, Methuselah, at 4767 
years, has lived more than a millennium longer 
than any other tree.  There are several stands 
of bristlecones in existence today.  All are on 
dolomitic soils which are less desired by other 
plants.  The White-Inyo mountains of California 
are probably the best known.[12] 

 
Stop Eight 

“…Have you a pair of silent shoes?" 
  "I have rubber-soled tennis shoes." 
  "Excellent! And a mask?" [CHAS].   

India-rubber is mentioned in both the ENGR, 
DANC…   

“An examination showed that one of the india-
rubber bands which was round the head of a 
driving-rod had shrunk so as not quite to fill the 
socket along which it worked. This was clearly 
the cause of the loss of power…” [ENGR] 

“It was a lady's hand-bag which stood upon the study table – a trim little handbag of crocodile-
skin and silver. Holmes opened it and turned the contents out. There were twenty fifty-pound 
notes of the Bank of England, held together by an india-rubber band -- nothing else.” [DANC] 

Although at the time of the stories, India and Indonesia were top producers of rubber (Hevea 
brasiliensis), the plant is not native to those countries.  In 1876 seeds were brought to England’s 
Kew Gardens from Brazil where they were germinated and planted and subsequently transported 
to those countries that would become the dominant producers 
of latex.  Latex is also produced by dandelions, which should 
be visible at this and other stops upon this tour. 

The Hardy Rubber Tree (Eucommia ulmoides) at this stop is 
the only member of its family able to survive our harsher 
winter weather.  If you tear a leaf, you will see the white 
rubbery exudates.  Beneath the bark you would find rubbery 
strings of tissue, which are valued as a medicinal tonic in 
some countries. 

 

To the right at this stop is the majestic Douglas Fir (right) 
native to the Rocky Mountains.  This tree is incredibly 
important as lumber due to its exceptional strength, but is 
unlikely to be the species mentioned by Sir Arthur. 
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Stop Nine 
The White Bark Pine (behind to the left) has 
leaves that persist for five to six years.  Older 
specimens develop a whitish bark.   

The Nikko Fir (ahead and to the right) is native to 
Japan and is not likely to be the species known by 
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.  However, this species is 
more similar to European species than is the 
Douglas Fir. 

This stop is supposed to have a unique specimen 
of Hazel known as the Harry Lauder's Walking 
Stick (Corylus avellana 'Contorta')   

“ ‘I'm sure, Watson, a week in the country will 
be invaluable to you,’ he remarked. ‘It is very 
pleasant to see the first green shoots upon the 
hedges and the catkins on the hazels once 
again’ ” [WIST] 

Harry Lauder (1870-1950) was a notable Scottish comedian and entertainer, described by Sir 
Winston Churchill as the “world’s greatest ambassador” for the work he did during the Great War 
(1914-1918).  

Sticks and walking sticks occur throughout the canon.  Walking sticks were more often affected 
by the dictates of fashion rather than by need and thus we see a plethora of styles.  Professor 
Coram had to use a stick in order to walk [GOLD], and Mr. Merryweather carried one in REDH.  
Trevor Senior had weighted his with lead [GLOR], Sir Robert Norberton carried a heavy stick 
[SHOS], and Arthur Charpentier threatened Enoch Drebber with what was described as a ‘stout 
oak cudgel’ [STUD].  Henry Baker attempted to defend himself with his stick against the street 

roughs who assaulted him [BLUE], Count Sylvius intended 
to assault Holmes with his stick [MAZA], and blood was 
found upon John Hector McFarlane’s [NORW].  Sticks 
were used in the sham fight before Briony Lodge [SCAN], 
Sir Eustace Brachenstall struck his wife with a stick 
[ABBE], and James Browner killed his wife and her lover 
with his [CARD].[6]   

Holmes sometimes carried a cane [SPEC, THOR], as did 
Watson [SHOS], Sir Henry Baskerville [HOUN], and the 
retired sergeant of Marines [STUD].  Dr. Mortimer [HOUN], 
and the retired sergeant of [SILV] each owned a Penang 
Lawyer.  Holmes bore an Alpine-stock upon his walking-
tour through Switzerland [FINA, EMPT][6]

Harry Lauder's Walking Stick was discovered growing in 
an English hedgerow in the mid-1800s. This shrub 
reaches a height of 8'-10', with a similar spread. The 

flowers of Harry Lauder's walking stick are yellowish-brown "catkins," as on pussy willows.  The 
blooms appear in early to middle spring. However, this shrub is not grown for its blooms but for its 
unusual branching pattern, which is indicated by its other common names: corkscrew filbert and 
contorted hazelnut. As you can see in the photograph, its branches contort themselves in every 
which way, resembling corkscrews. 
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Wisteria, (right) however, [WIST] is not found at the 
arboretum. Wisteria sinensis, is very hardy and fast-growing 
and is considered an invasive species in certain areas.  

 

Stop Ten 

None of these trees are mentioned in the canon.  However, 
this is an excellent chance to see the Zelkova Tree, from 
Japan is a beautiful tree introduced as a replacement for elm 
trees (which are mentioned) after the Dutch Elm Disease 
decimated other less-resistant trees. 

 
Stop Eleven 

Cork  [HOUN, SILV, GOLD, ABBE, SIGN] was a popular 
product in the late 1800s and many a bottle of wine has been uncorked in the stories of Sherlock 
Holmes.    

“The three glasses were grouped together, all of them tinged with wine, and one of them 
containing some dregs of beeswing. The bottle stood near them, two-thirds full, and beside it 
lay a long, deeply stained cork. Its appearance and the dust upon the bottle showed that it 

was no common vintage which the murderers had enjoyed.” 
[GOLD] 

However, as late as the mid 1600s, French wine makers did not 
use cork stoppers.  Instead, they used oil-soaked rags stuffed into 
the necks of bottles.  The cork industry is generally regarded as 
environmentally friendly, with the sustainability of production and 
the easy recyclability of cork products as two distinctive aspects.  
However, cork demand has increased through the decades 
paralleling wine production.  Since a cork tree's bark can only be 
harvested once a decade or so, supply is highly inelastic.  Top 
quality corks are quite expensive, so many wineries these days are 
switching to cheaper alternatives, like plastic stoppers and 
screwcaps.  These synthetic stoppers do not dry out and shrink, so 
the bottles need not be stored on their sides to prevent oxidation.  
Cork contamination with harmless but foul-smelling trichloroanisole 
is the primary causes of cork taint in wine.  

Cork material is harvested for commercial use primarily from the Cork Oak tree, Quercus suber 
(above), with Portugal producing 50% of cork worldwide. Cork's elasticity combined with its near-
impermeability makes a suitable material for bottle stoppers.  Cork's low density is ideal for 
fishing bobbers and buoys.  Cork is also used in making musical instruments, particularly 
woodwinds, to fasten together different instrument segments with airtight seams. Granules of cork 
mixed into concrete produce cement with low thermal conductivity, low density and good energy 
absorption.  

" ‘You will perceive,’ he said, ‘that the clips are lined with tiny bands of cork to soften the 
pressure upon the nose.’ ” [GOLD] 

The point of J. Straker’s cataract knife was guarded by a disk of cork in SILV.  Holmes also wrote 
a monograph dealing with the hands of cork-cutters [SIGN]. 
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The Cork Oak is unrelated to the "cork trees" (Phellodendron) 
here at the arboretum, which have corky bark but are not used 
for cork production.  The name refers to the thick and corky 
bark of some, but not all, species in the genus.  Bark and 
berries (left) of Amur cork tree are used in traditional 
Chinese medicines. Recently, Phellodendron has been used 
in the pharmaceutical industry because of the phytochemicals 
produced that are antibacterial, anti-fungal, anti-mutagenic, 
and/or can be used as an immune suppressant or vasodilator. 
Already identified as a significant forest invader in many parts 
of the United States, this phytochemical profile helps the tree 

out-compete other species. 

 

We are now amid the many examples of crabapples thriving at the arboretum.  Although a quick 
search of the Sherlockian stories will identify numerous references to ‘apples’, none of these 
references actually refer to any trees!  ‘The apple of my eye’ can be found in SILV and “Apple of 
my Throat’ can be found in VALL. 

“…his face was all crinkled and puckered like a withered apple.” [CROO] 

“There was no name on his clothing, and nothing in his pockets save an apple, some string, a 
shilling map of London, and a photograph.” [SIXN] 

No tree references are made.  But Britain is familiar with crabapples as is seen from this article on 
Britannia Recipes[13]: 

Pigs have always thrived where there are apples. In the autumn they used to be 
turned out in the orchards to clear up the windfalls. And Somerset has always 
had plenty of apples. The climate and soil are ideal for their cultivation and it has 
been a centre for cider making for hundreds of years. Cider making was 
introduced from France in the twelfth century, firstly to Kent and Sussex but 
quickly spreading to the West Country. Early cider was made from wild 
crabapples and was sweetened with honey and flavoured with spices. Then in 
the seventeenth century Viscount Scudamore started experimenting to find a 
good cider apple in his orchards in Herefordshire and produced the Scudamore’s 
Arab. At one time there were dozens of varieties of cider apple with delightful 
names like ‘Slack-My-Girdle’ and ‘Foxwhelp’ although now the old, large trees 
have been replaced by smaller bushes which are easier to manage and pick. 
Cider was traditionally made by crushing the apples with a stone wheel 
harnessed to a horse.  The resulting pulp was placed between mats to make a 
‘cheese’ and pressed. The drained-off juice is then left to ferment. Of course 
today most cider is produced in factories but there is still some farmhouse cider, 
known as ‘scrumpy’, made. The word cider comes from the Latin sicera meaning 
‘strong drink’ and scrumpy is certainly that. It is powerful stuff. The word scrumpy 
is derived from the dialect word scrump, meaning a small or withered apple and it 
is also the source of the verb scrump, meaning to ‘steal apples’. Cider is still so 
important in the West Country that Wassailing ceremonies continue to take place 
in villages such as Carhampton in January when the orchard is ‘toasted’ to 
ensure a good crop. 
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Stop Thirteen 
Another example of cedar can be found to the right.  The Cedar of Lebanon (Cedrus labani 
stenocoma) is very significant to the people of Middle East ancestry.   

 

    "You have been in Afghanistan, I perceive." [STUD] 

 

This is the tree found on the National Flag of Lebanon.   

Of course, this has nothing to do with Lebanon, Pennsylvania, 
home of the late Ezekiah 
Hopkins [REDH]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stop Fifteen 
Elm trees [ABBE, MUSG, SIGN, VALL, YELL] appear in several stories.   

“The avenue ran through a noble park, between lines of ancient elms, and ended in a low, 
widespread house, pillared in front after the 
fashion of Palladio.” [ABBE] 

“One day in early spring he had so far relaxed 
as to go for a walk with me in the Park, where 
the first faint shoots of green were breaking out 
upon the elms,” [YELL] 

Elm trees in the United States are usually one of a 
few species introduced after the Dutch Elm 
Disease decimated the American Elm. Siberian 
Elm (Ulmus pumila, here at arboretum) and  Scotch 
Elm are the most common.  The photo to the right 
is a Slippery Elm.  The Siberian Elm has brittle 
wood and suffers leaf damage by the Elm Leaf 
Beetle.  One noted botanist exclaimed, “This is a 
poor ornamental tree that does not deserve to be 
planted anywhere!…one the of world’s worst trees.”  
He added that it is native to eastern countries and 
“unfortunately, was not left there.”[1] 
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Stop Sixteen  
Beech trees have a recurring theme in the Sherlockian canon [BOSC, COPP, MUSG, SIGN, 
VALL].  

“He ran up and down, sometimes losing, 
sometimes finding the track until we were well 
within the edge of the wood and under the shadow 
of a great beech, the largest tree in the 
neighbourhood.” [BOSC] 

“ 'Hampshire. Charming rural place. The Copper 
Beeches, five miles on the far side of Winchester. 
It is the most lovely country, my dear young lady, 
and the dearest old country-house.' ” [COPP] 

Beech (Fagus) is a genus of ten species of 
deciduous trees native to temperate Europe, 
Asia and North America.  The leaves are entire 
or sparsely toothed, from 5-15 cm long and 4-
10 cm broad.  Varieties of beech, including the 
purple or copper beech are among the most 
beautiful of trees; so beautiful that it 
overwhelms at first glance.  The flowers are 
small single-sex, wind-pollinated catkins, 
produced in spring shortly after the new leaves appear. The fruit is a small, sharply 3-angled nut 
10-15 mm long, borne in pairs in soft-spined husks 1.5-2.5 cm long, known as cupules. The nuts 
are edible, though bitter with a high tannin content, and are called beechmast. 

The most commonly grown European species yields a widely used timber, an easy-to-work utility 
wood.  Chips of beech wood are used in the brewing of Budweiser beer to impart a taste similar 
to that of wood-barrel aging.  Also, beech pulp is used as the basis for manufacturing a textile 
fiber known as Modal. 

 

Stop Seventeen 
“A cold and melancholy walk of a couple of 
miles brought us to a high wooden gate, which 
opened into a gloomy avenue of chestnuts. 
The curved and shadowed drive led us to a low, 
dark house, pitch-black against a slate-coloured 
sky.” [WIST] 

“One day in early spring he had so far relaxed 
as to go for a walk with me in the Park, where 
the first faint shoots of green were breaking out 
upon the elms, and the sticky spear-heads of 
the chestnuts were just beginning to burst into their five-fold leaves.” [YELL] 
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Chestnut references in the canon also include those to hair color [STUD, COPP] and horses 
[ENGR, CHAS].  Chestnut is a common name for several species of trees in the genus Castanea, 
in the Beech family Fagaceae. Chestnuts are native to warm temperate regions of the Northern 
Hemisphere. The name also refers to the edible nuts produced by these trees. Most are large 
trees up to 20-40 m tall, but some species are smaller, often shrubby. All are flowering broadleafs 
with catkins. 

The leaves of the American and European chestnut (last page) are simple, ovate or lanceolate, 
with sharply pointed, widely-spaced teeth, with shallow rounded sinuses between. The flowers 
are catkins, produced in mid summer; they have a heavy, unpleasant odor. The fruit is a spiny 
cupule 5-11 cm diameter, containing one to seven nuts.  

Neither the horse-chestnut nor the water chestnut is closely related to the chestnut, though both 
are so named for producing similar nuts. The name Castanea comes from an old Latin name for 
the sweet chestnut. 

The Common Horse-chestnut (Aesculus hippocastanum) 
(right) is native to a small area in the mountains of the Balkans 
in southeast Europe, mainly in northeastern Greece.  It grows to 
36 m tall, with a domed crown of stout branches.  On old trees 
the outer branches are often pendulous with curled-up tips. The 
leaves are opposite and palmately compound, with 5-7 leaflets. 
The flowers are usually white with a small red spot, produced in 
spring in erect panicles with about 20-50 flowers on each 
panicle. Usually only 1-5 fruits develop on each panicle; the fruit 
is a green, softly spiky capsule containing one (rarely two or 
three) nut-like seeds called horse chestnuts and also known as 
conkers. Each conker is 2-4 cm diameter, glossy nut-brown with 
a whitish scar at the base. 

In Britain, the nuts are used for the popular children's game 
Conkers. During the two world wars, horse-chestnuts were 

used as a source of 
starch which in turn could be used to produce acetone. 
This acetone was then used as a solvent which aided in 
the process of ballistite extrusion into cordite, which was 
then used in military armaments. 

The nuts, (left) especially those that are young and 
fresh, are slightly poisonous, containing the alkaloid 
saponin, but some mammals, notably deer, are able to 
break down the toxins and eat them safely. They are 
reputed to be good for horses with wind, but this is 
unproven and feeding them to horses is not advisable. 
The saponin has been used for health purposes (such 

as varicose veins, edema, sprains) and is available in food supplements. 

In the past, Horse-chestnut seeds were used in France and Switzerland for whitening hemp, flax, 
silk and wool.  Twenty horse-chestnut seeds are sufficient for six liters of water. They are peeled, 
then rasped, or dried and ground in a mill. The nuts are steeped in cold soft water (hard water will 
not work), which soon becomes frothy, as with soap, and then turns white as milk. It must be 
stirred well at first, and then, after standing to settle, strained or poured off clear. Linen washed in 
this liquid, and afterwards rinsed in clear running water, takes on an agreeable light sky-blue 
color. It takes spots out of both linen and woollens, and never damages or injures the cloth. 
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Stop Nineteen 
The Dawn Redwood or water-fir (Metasequoia 
glyptostroboides) is a beautiful tree that can attain heights 
over 30 meters with a eight meter spread.  This is an 
amazingly fast grower with few problems, other than 
Japanese beetles.  The genus was described originally in 
1941 from fossils discovered in Japan.  Specimens were 
found growing at the edges of rice paddies in China that 
same year.  Natives of the area call it shui-sa.  The Arnold 
Arboretum sponsored an expedition to the area in 1947 
and collected seeds, which were shared with other 
arboreta and botanical gardens around the world.  The 
species has been growing and reproducing itself for 100 

million years.  At one 
time this genus was 
native to North 
America, but had to be 
reintroduced in 1942 
after an absence of 15 million years.  (If it is so hardy, why did 
it become extinct?) 

 

Stop Twenty-one 
At this stop we can find a magnificent magnolia tree (right), a distant 
relative of the blackthorn. 

“He was dressed in nightshirt and trousers, with his favourite 
blackthorn cudgel in his hand. He rushed at the burglars, but 
another -- it was an elderly man -- stooped, picked the poker out 
of the grate and struck him a horrible blow as he passed.” [ABBE] 

The Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa, 
left) is a large shrub or small tree. 
The common name is derived from 
its dark bark and skin, and from the 
thorns or spines that it bears. It is 
covered in white flowers (left) in 
early spring, and is often the first 
flowering tree in the countryside in 
its native regions. It bears a dark 
purple fruit called the sloe (or in Scotland, slaes).  The 
blackthorn is extensively planted for hedging and for cover for 
game birds.  The small thorns of the plant are relatively 

common causes of minor wounds in livestock, and these wounds often suppurate until the thorn 
is expelled or removed. The expression "sloe-eyed" for a person with dark eyes comes from the 
fruit and is first attested in A.J. Wilson's 1867 novel Vashti. In Ireland, a straight blackthorn stem 
has traditionally been made into walking sticks as in ABBE, or club-like weapons named 
shillelaghs. 

The fruit, similar to a small plum, is used in rural Britain to make the liqueur sloe gin.  Sloe gin is 
a red colored liqueur with an alcohol content between 15 to 30 percent by volume (30-60 proof). 

 18



The traditional way of making sloe gin is to infuse gin with 
pricked ripe berries. Folklore has it that you shouldn't prick 
the berries with a metal fork, unless it is made of silver, 
thus conventional wisdom is to use a wooden tooth pick or 
something similar.  For each pint (0.5 litre) of sloes, add 
4oz (100g) of caster (superfine) sugar and fill the jar with 
gin, adding a few cloves and a small stick of cinnamon, as 
well as almond essence. Sugar is required to ensure that 
the sloe juices are extracted from the fruit.  Seal the jar 
and turn it several times to mix, then store the jar in a cool, 
dark place. Repeat the turning every day for the first two 
weeks, then each week, until at least three months have passed.  The gin should be a deep ruby 
red. Pour off the liqueur and discard the berries and spices. Home made sloe gin is a much more 
complex and subtle drink than that produced commercially. Most commercial sloe gins today are 
made by flavoring the less expensive neutral grain spirits and produce a fruit cordial effect.  

 

Stop Twenty-three 
The home of the Bohemian bachelor,  Mr. Nathan Garrideb, was described as such: 

“As I glanced round I was surprised at the universality of the man's interests. Here was a case 
of ancient coins. There was a cabinet of flint instruments. Behind his central table was a large 
cupboard of fossil bones. Above was a line of plaster skulls with such names as 
"Neanderthal", "Heidelberg", "Cro-Magnon" printed beneath them. It was clear that he was a 
student of many subjects.” [3GAR] 

The ginkgo tree is one of the most primitive plants on Earth appearing in the Permian era 270 
million years ago.  Conan Doyle does not refer to these trees in the canon, however, they do 
appear in The Lost World, which is fitting to the story of prehistoric creatures. 

“The beech, the oak, and even the birch were to be found among the tangle of trees which girt 
us in. One huge gingko tree, topping all the others, shot its great limbs and maidenhair 
foliage over the fort which we had constructed.” 

The ginkgo is also known as the Maidenhair Tree and is a unique tree with no close living 
relatives.  It is considered a ‘living fossil’ and has survived several major extinction events.  
Ginkgo seeds are not protected by an ovary wall and the apricot-like structures produced by 
female tees are technically not fruits.  However, in Chinese cuisine, these ‘white apricots’ are 
highly coveted.  Some people with blood circulation problems, or those taking anti-coagulants or 

aspirin could experience undesirable side effects.  
Pregnant women are also advised not to eat ginkgo. 

 
The genus Platanus is a small genus of trees native 
to the Northern Hemisphere. (Photograph is a 
London plane tree.) 

“It was a wild morning in October, and I observed as I 
was dressing how the last remaining leaves were 
being whirled from the solitary plane tree which 
graces the yard behind our house.” [THOR] 

They are all large trees to 30–50 m tall, deciduous, 
and are mostly found in riparian or other wetland 
habitats in the wild, though proving drought tolerant in 
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cultivation away from streams. 

They are known as planes in Europe, and as sycamores in North America. Elsewhere, the name 
"sycamore" refers to either the fig Ficus sycomorus (the species originally so named), or the 
Great Maple, Acer pseudoplatanus. 

 

As this guide is most likely incomplete, we should end remembering that even Holmes had his 
limits.  As enumerated by the good Doctor himself, Holmes knowledge of Botany was variable, at 
best: 

“Botany.--Variable. Well up in belladonna, opium, and poisons generally. Knows nothing of 
practical gardening.” [STUD] 
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The Chemistry of Sherlock Holmes 
By Louise Haskett 

  

“Our chambers are always full of chemicals.” “He is a first-class chemist.” “The chemical corner” 

and “the acid-charred bench of chemicals.” “His hands were invariably . . . stained with 

chemicals.” These few brief references to the chemical practices of Sherlock Holmes are only a 

sample of the abundant quotations to be found throughout the sixty stories of the world’s most 

famous consulting detective. And his interests were not merely limited to that one subject. “[He is] 

an enthusiast in some branches of science . . . He appears to have a passion for definite and 

exact knowledge.” It was this passion for overall scientific and forensic comprehension that led 

Holmes into unusual analyses and made him a 19th Century “Renaissance man” — an expert 

specializing in everything. 

            Due to the quantity of controversy surrounding him, it is exceedingly interesting to 

examine a few of Sherlock Holmes’ chemical activities that are explicitly described in the stories, 

to give the opinions of the experts and critics on the accuracy of these activities, and to show how 

Holmes was an early pioneer in the development of scientific crime detection. 

            In certain instances, Dr. John H. Watson, narrator of the stories, gives detailed 

descriptions of Sherlock and his experiments: 

  

                        Holmes was . . . working hard over a chemical investigation. A large curved 

                        retort was boiling furiously over the bluish flame of a Bunsen burner, and 

                        the distilled drops were condensing into a two-litre measure. . . . He dipped 

                        into this bottle or that, drawing out a few drops of each with his glass pipette, 

                        and finally brought a test-tube containing a solution over to the table. In his 

                        right hand he had a slip of litmus-paper 

                                    “You come at a crisis, Watson,” said he. “If this paper remains blue, all 

                        is well. If it turns red, it means a man’s life.” He dipped it into the test-tube, and 

                        it flushed at once into a dull, dirty crimson. 

  

            At other times, references are quite vague and misleading. For example, Holmes relates, 

“I spent some months in a research into the coal-tar derivatives, which I conducted in a laboratory 

at Montpelier, in the South of France.” Critics argue that in 1894 (the year of which Sherlock is 

speaking) there was nothing revolutionary to be investigated in coal-tar derivatives; and besides, 
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Germany was the dominant location for such procedures prior to World War I, not France. The 

reference thus becomes so clouded that meaningful interpretation is extremely difficult. 

            In addition to out-and-out chemical experiments, the Canon includes more than a dozen 

mentions of poisons — toxicology being an important part of criminal investigation. Sherlock 

readily connected his chemical interest and ability with analysis of poisons. One interesting, even 

exotic, example is that of radix pedis diaboli (or “devil’s-foot root”), a West African root-extract 

used as an ordeal poison. The entire story of a drug that produces such bizarre results has been 

considerably ridiculed until the relatively recent development of a synthetic compound named 

lysergic acid diethylamide or, commonly, LSD. The hallucinatory effects are almost exactly those 

of the root powder. Since LSD is prepared from a natural alkaloid, it is conceivable to assume that 

such a compound could exist in an as yet unidentified root. 

            Another question dealing with poison involves pills supposedly prepared from “South 

American arrow poison . . . so powerful that the least grain meant instant death.” Controversy has 

arisen that curare, the most conventional of such poisons, does not result in symptoms identical 

to those of the murdered man. Therefore, nicotine has been suggested as one possibility. 

Another choice of one of the erythrina alkaloids. A third possibility is that the reference is to a 

South American ordeal poison — either physostigmine or eserine. “This is highly potent, readily 

absorbed by the mouth, and the victim remains conscious nearly to the time of death; all the facts 

are consistent with [the story’s] account,” says Dr. George B. Koelle. 

            The first science to be used in criminal investigation was forensic medicine, or autopsy. 

According to Charles Sannie, “It is even more necessary to employ scientific methods in cases of 

poisoning, for it is obvious that a ‘chemical crime’ is directly connected with chemical methods.” 

Sherlock Holmes dealt with synthetic poisons and natural products from the animal, vegetable, 

and bacteriological realms. These embrace opium, the Portuguese man-of-war, chloroform, the 

possible oriental plague bacilli, vitriol (sulfuric acid), and potassium cyanide (prussic acid). 

Holmes’ knowledge of toxicology in all of its forms is definitely tested to its limits throughout the 

stories. 

            To return to more conventional chemistry, the following exchange appears in “A Case of 

Identity”: 

  

                                    I found Sherlock Holmes alone, however, half-asleep . . . A formidable 

                        array of bottles and test-tubes, with the pungent cleanly smell of hydrochloric 

                        acid, told me that he had spent his day in the chemical work which was so dear 

                        to him. 
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                                    “Well, have you solved it?” I asked as I entered. 

                                    “Yes. It was the bisulphate of baryta.” 

                                    “No, no, the mystery!” I cried. 

  

“Barium bisulfate does not exist . . .” wrote one professor (Dr. Remsen T. Schenck). He was 

countered by another Sherlockian student (L.S. Holstein) with: “A reference to Mellor’s Inorganic 

Chemistry (Vol. III, p. 784) — a universally recognized authority — will elicit the information that 

the bisulfate does exist; and, in addition, Mellor states its known properties . . .” The editors of the 

Catalogue of the Sherlock Holmes Exhibition wrote: “Barium Hydrogen Sulphate (Bisulphate of 

baryta) [is a] substance . . . first prepared by J.J. Berzelius in 1843 . . . It is decomposed by water 

. . . Apart from some doubt as to its precise structure, the compound is of little interest, and has 

never been more than a chemical curiosity.” Of course, it is possible that Holmes simplified his 

account of the actual experiment in his remark to Dr. Watson. “There is no stable bisulphate of 

baryta,” according to D.A. Redmond, because “barium and the sulphate ion are both divalent: 

BaSO4 is the formula.” From this fact, it is obvious that no simple salt is under consideration. 

Barium hydrosulfate can be produced from barium sulfate in concentrated sulfuric acid. This is 

BaSO4 H2SO4 and decomposes in water or alcohol. However, Watson did not refer to sulfuric 

acid. Trying a different approach, analyses of barium compounds are frequently dissolved away 

from fused masses of carbonates by hydrochloric acid. This must be the “pungent cleanly smell.” 

Mr. Redmond further expands with the possibilities of the large family of barium-sulfur 

compounds ranging from the acid sulfide, Ba(SH)2, to the double salts, e.g. Ba(OH)2(SH)2. 

Perhaps Sherlock was doing a quantitative analysis on such a salt. 

            An even more interesting speculation is that the compound was, in fact, the same 

substance used in The Hound of the Baskervilles to create the horrible hound’s “huge jaw . . . 

dripping with a bluish flame.” Bologna phosphorus (in actuality, barium sulfide) shines luminously 

with a bright golden light. Had this been what Sherlock was analyzing, he may have discovered 

his unknown to be the hexasulfide of acetone. “Then perhaps I had better postpone my analysis 

of the acetones,” Holmes once remarked to Watson. A clear pattern develops in all of Holmes’ 

extended research! One wonders if those familiar “coal-tar derivatives” fit into the same scheme 

as well. 

            Possibly the most well-remembered of all Sherlock Holmes’ experiments comes in the 

opening story, A Study in Scarlet: 

  

                                    “I’ve found it! I’ve found it,” he shouted to my companion, running 
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                        towards us with a test-tube in his hand. “I have found a reagent which is 

                        precipitated by haemogloblin, and by nothing else.” Had he discovered a gold 

                        mine, greater delight could not have shone upon his features . . . “It is the most 

                        practical medico-legal discovery for years, [he said] . . . Now I add this small 

                        quantity of blood to a litre of water.” . . . As he spoke, he threw into the vessel 

                        a few white crystals, and then added some drops of a transparent fluid. In an 

                        instant the contents assumed a dull mahogany colour, and a brownish dust was 

                        precipitated to the bottom of the glass jar. 

  

While some critics (Professor Schenck again, for one) claim, “this can be neither of the known 

methods for the detection of blood,” a test for blood as early as 1853 resulted in brownish 

crystals. Also Sonnenschein’s test (1872) treated a suspected bloodstain with tungstate of 

sodium and acetic acid creating a “voluminous reddish-brown or chocolate coloured precipitate if 

blood be present.” The Sherlock Holmes test was most likely of this type. 

            It was in the years immediately following Holmes’ discovery that additional tests were 

developed for the identification of human blood as distinguished from animal blood. In 1900, Karl 

Landsteiner began his work on the separation of unique blood groups. This is now universally 

used in disputed parentage cases as well as criminal investigations. Blood group determinations 

are also used in serology — the identification of blood, seminal, saliva, and, occasionally, other 

body fluid stains. 

            The modern approach to criminalistics would be barely recognizable to Sherlock Holmes. 

But there is no doubt that he can be considered a major forerunner of modern day forensic 

chemistry. “The development of the science of police work is comparatively recent. The scientific 

method was exploited in fiction, notably by Conan Doyle’s masterly creation, Sherlock Holmes, as 

early as the latter 19th Century,” said Ralph F. Turner. Modern techniques are practically limitless, 

but few escape some parallelism with Holmes’ work. For instance, microscopy in laboratory 

analysis is especially important. “The Adventure of Shocombe Old Place” opens with a double 

emphasis on this method of investigation: 

  

                        Sherlock Holmes had been bending for a long time over a low-power microscope. 

                        Now he straightened himself up and looked around at me in triumph. 

                                    “It is glue, Watson,” said he . . . “Those hairs are threads from a tweed 

                        coat. The irregular grey masses are dust. There are epithelial scales on the left. 

                        Those brown blobs in the centre are undoubtedly glue . . . Since I ran down that 
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                        coiner by the zinc and copper fillings in the seam of his cuff, they [Scotland Yard] 

                        have begun to realize the importance of the microscope.” 

  

Of course, today the aids of photography and spectroscopy have added immeasurably to the 

capabilities of microscopic analysis and so-called applied optics. 

            Another field in scientific crime detection is the examination of written documents. Here 

one finds Holmes “engaged with a powerful lens deciphering the remains of the original 

inscription upon a palimpsest.” Valuable fragments of ancient literature, as well as recent writings, 

have been recovered in manuscripts by the use of chemical reagents; and Holmes was almost 

certainly making use of his chemical corner in this instance. Today, both infrared and ultraviolet 

light may be employed in this same operation. 

            The scientific (and especially criminal) investigation of crime has overwhelmingly 

progressed from the nostalgic Victorian world of Sherlock Holmes. But this cannot detract in the 

least from the great analytical abilities of the Master Detective. The perpetuation of science and 

the elimination of crime were his sole aims. Who else would go so far as “beating the subjects in 

the dissecting rooms with a stick . . . to verify how far bruises may be produced after death”? Or 

who else would elicit such a comment as: “I could imagine his giving a friend a little pinch of the 

latest vegetable alkaloid, not out of malevolence, you understand, but simply out of a spirit of 

inquiry in order to have an accurate idea of the effects. To do him justice, I think he would take it 

himself with the same readiness.” 

            His curiosity achieved results: His scientific talents ranged from mineralogy to medicine. 

Yet there was one more scientific field in which Holmes more than excelled. In a list of Sherlock’s 

abilities and limitations, Watson was obliged to write: “7. Knowledge of Chemistry — Profound.” 

That was Sherlock Holmes. 

From: http://surrey-shore.freeservers.com/HolmChem.htm 
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Aqua Tofana [STUD] (also known as Acqua Toffana and Aqua Tufania and "Manna di San 

Nicola") was a strong poison that was reputedly widely used in Naples and Rome, Italy. During 

the early 1600s, an infamous figure, originally from Palermo, was a lady named Giulia Toffana. 

She made a good business selling her large production (she employed her daughter and several 

other lady helpers) of Acqua Toffana to would-be widows. The product was sold to lady clients, 

accompanied by instructions for its use.  

Aqua Tofana (literally meaning "Tofana water") was either the creation of Giulia Toffana or an 

older recipe that had been refined by Toffana and her daughter, Girolama Spera, around 1650 in 

Rome. The 'tradename' "Manna di San Nicola", i.e. "Manna of St. Nicholas of Bari" might have 

been a marketing device intended to divert the authorities, since the poison was openly sold both 

as a cosmetic and a devotionary object in vials that included a picture of St. Nicholas. Over 600 

victims are known to have died from this poison, mostly husbands of unhappy spouses. 

The ingredients of the mixture are basically known but not how they were blended. Acqua Toffana 

contained mostly arsenic and lead and possibly belladonna. It was a colorless, tasteless liquid 

and so easily mixed with water or wine to be served during meals. 

Giulia was sympathetic to the low status of women and most often sold her poison to women 

trapped in difficult marriages. She became known as a friend to the troubled wife and received 

many referrals. Some of her customers purchased with intent and knowledge of the poison; 

others used it for its advertised purposes and only "accidentally" caused "unintended" deaths. 

Toffana's business was finally revealed to the Papal authorities by a customer; however she was 

so popular that the locals protected her from apprehension. She escaped to a church, where she 

was granted sanctuary. When a rapid rumor, claiming that she had poisoned the water, tore 

through Rome, the police forced their way into the church and dragged Toffana in for questioning. 

Under torture, she confessed to killing 600 people with her poisons, but this cannot be confirmed 

owing to the torture and the widespread distribution of the poison. She was ultimately executed in 

Rome (in the Campo dei Fiori), together with her daughter (Girolama Spera, known as 'Astrologia 

della Lungara') and three helpers, in July of 1659. After her death, her body was thrown over the 

wall of the church that had provided her with sanctuary. Some of the users and purveyors were 

also arrested and executed, while other accomplices were bricked into the dungeons of the 

Palazzo Pucci. 

There are incorrect references to her purported execution in Naples in 1719. The legend that 
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Mozart might have been poisoned using Acqua Toffana is completely unsubstantiated. 

Tofana is in many sorces confused with Hieronyma Spara, "La Spara", a woman with a similar 

profession in Italy about the same time. Probably this is another name of the 'astroliga della 

Lungara'. 

 

Deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna), also known as belladonna or dwale, [DYIN]is a well-

known perennial herbaceous plant, with leaves and berries that are highly toxic and 

hallucinogenic. It is in the nightshade family (Solanaceae), which it shares with potatoes, 

tomatoes, eggplants, jimsonweed, tobacco, and chili peppers. In addition, Solanum nigrum is also 

called Deadly nightshade. 

The Belladonna is native to Europe, North Africa, and Western Asia, and has become naturalized 

in parts of North America. It is not nearly as common in the wild as many field guides would 

suggest. This is because it is readily attacked by mint flea beetles Longitarsus waterhousei and 

has a low tolerance for direct sunlight. In areas where it has become naturalized it can often be 

found in shady, moist areas with a limestone-rich soil. 

The name belladonna originates from the historic use by women (Bella Donna is Italian for 

beautiful lady) to dilate their pupils; an extract of belladonna was used as eye drops as part of 

their makeup preparations. The Belladonna toxin's atropine content had the effect of dilating the 

pupil, thus making their eyes supposedly more attractive. It is now known that atropine has 

anticholinergic activity - by blocking the ability of the iris to constrict, mydriasis results. Dilated 

pupils are considered more attractive because pupils normally dilate when a person is aroused, 

thus making eye contact much more intense than it already is. It had the adverse effect of making 

their vision a little blurry and making their heart rates increase. Prolonged usage was reputed to 

cause blindness. 

Occasionally, the plant is used for recreational purposes: it is consumed in the form of either a tea 

or simply raw, which can produce vivid hallucinations, described by many as a 'living dream'. 

Upon consumption of this plant, the user will experience all the severe, adverse anticholinergic 

effects before hallucinating and continue to do so while hallucinating. Use for recreational 

purposes is considered dangerous because of the risk of accidental overdose. 

It has been suggested by Alexander Kuklin's book How Do Witches Fly? that the aconitine in 

aconite (another toxic hallucinogen) can counter/reduce the toxic effects of atropine in 

belladonna, while combining their hallucinogenic effects, and that this combination of belladonna 

and aconite was used by witches in the Middle Ages. 
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Folklore 

Stories claim that the devil has the exclusive rights to plant and harvest this plant. Hence, anyone 

eating it is visited and killed by the devil. Many also believed it was a temptation for greedy 

children as the berries seem to be offered on green, pentagram plates and look very 

appetizing.[citation needed] 

Belladonna is sometimes claimed as a cure for lycanthropy. 

 

Strychnine [SIGN] is a very toxic (LD50 = 10 mg approx.), colorless crystalline alkaloid used as a 

pesticide, particularly for killing small vertebrates such as rodents. Strychnine causes muscular 

convulsions and eventually death through asphyxia or sheer exhaustion. The most common 

source is from the seeds of the Strychnos nux vomica tree. Strychnine is one of the most bitter 

substances known. Its taste is detectable in concentrations as low as 1 ppm. 

Strychnine acts as a blocker or antagonist at the inhibitory or strychnine-sensitive glycine receptor 

(GlyR), a ligand-gated chloride channel in the spinal cord and the brain. 

 

Radix pedis diaboli [DEVI] or Devil’s Foot root is actually not a real plant. 

In addition to out-and-out chemical experiments, the Canon includes more than a dozen mentions 

of poisons — toxicology being an important part of criminal investigation. Sherlock readily 

connected his chemical interest and ability with analysis of poisons. One interesting, even exotic, 

example is that of radix pedis diaboli (or “devil’s-foot root”), a West African root-extract used as 

an ordeal poison. The entire story of a drug that produces such bizarre results has been 

considerably ridiculed until the relatively recent development of a synthetic compound named 

lysergic acid diethylamide or, commonly, LSD. The hallucinatory effects are almost exactly those 

of the root powder. Since LSD is prepared from a natural alkaloid, it is conceivable to assume that 

such a compound could exist in an as yet unidentified root. 

            Another question dealing with poison involves pills supposedly prepared from “South 
American arrow poison . . . so powerful that the least grain meant instant death.” Controversy has 
arisen that curare, the most conventional of such poisons, does not result in symptoms identical 
to those of the murdered man. Therefore, nicotine has been suggested as one possibility. 
Another choice of one of the erythrina alkaloids. A third possibility is that the reference is to a 
South American ordeal poison — either physostigmine or eserine. “This is highly potent, readily 
absorbed by the mouth, and the victim remains conscious nearly to the time of death; all the facts 
are consistent with [the story’s] account,” says Dr. George B. Koelle. 

 

 

 28

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Devil
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Citing_sources
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lycanthrope
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/LD50
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/LD50
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alkaloid
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pesticide
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vertebrate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rodent
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asphyxia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Strychnine_tree
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parts_per_million
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Receptor_antagonist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glycine_receptor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ligand
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chloride
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spinal_cord
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brain


 

 29


	Stop Three
	Stop Four
	Stop Five
	Stop Seven
	Stop Nine
	 
	Stop Thirteen
	Stop Fifteen
	Stop Sixteen 
	Stop Seventeen
	Stop Twenty-one
	Stop Twenty-three

