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Conan Doyle on Napoleon: Hero or Scoundrel?1 

Clifford S. Goldfarb 

Arthur Conan Doyle is obviously best known for his Sherlock Holmes stories. The reading public may be 
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aware of his Professor Challenger stories, particularly The Lost World. Fewer still know of his historical 

novels, The White Company and Sir Nigel. Almost none are aware that he wrote extensively on the 

Napoleonic era.  

He began with a short story, “A Straggler of ‘15” (1891), then the novel The Great Shadow (1892), another 

short story, “A Foreign Office Romance” (1894), the novel Rodney Stone (1896), the first series of Gerard 

stories, Exploits of Gerard in 1895 and 1896, another novel, Uncle Bernac (1897) and a second series of 

Brigadier Gerard tales, Adventures of Gerard, from 1900 to 1903. A non-fictional work on books, Through 

the Magic Door, with a lengthy discussion of Napoleon’s character, followed in 1907, and a final Gerard 

short story, “The Marriage of the Brigadier”, in 1910. The naval story, “The Slapping Sal” (1893) and 

several short stories of the Regency period, “The Fall of Lord Barrymore” (1912) and “The End of Devil 

Hawker”(1930)2, can be added to this list. “A Straggler of ‘15”, Rodney Stone and Adventures of Gerard 

were all turned into plays. Waterloo, based on “A Straggler of ‘15”, was purchased by Henry Irving and 

became his signature piece3.  Several films, based loosely on the stage version, were made of the Gerard 

stories during Conan Doyle’s lifetime and another in 1970. Although this output covers a period of 18 

years, one-quarter of his life, the bulk of it was crowded into the six years from 1891 to 1897. Some critics 

have suggested that he hero-worshipped Napoleon. It is my intention to refute that. 

Napoleon does not appear in all of Conan Doyle’s Napoleonic Wars stories or non-fiction. He plays a 

rôle, however minor, in Adventures of Gerard, Exploits of Gerard, Uncle Bernac and Through the Magic Door. 

Conan Doyle’s most important Napoleonic works are the eighteen Brigadier Gerard stories, told by the 

aging Brigadier to his cronies as they sit in the café of an evening4. Gerard is an ebullient, boasting, 

ignorant Gascon. But his fantastic tales are apparently true. The stories obtain their exceptional character 

from careful plotting and crafting, an accurate French voice, historical accuracy and humour. Gerard also 

appears as a secondary character in Uncle Bernac, but with far less literary success. 

To prepare for the writing of these stories, Conan Doyle, as was his habit, engaged in a concentrated 
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program of research, reading military and personal memoirs and autobiographies, campaign diaries and 

Napoleonic War histories. We have his reading list, contained in a number of places, comprising 

altogether 21 different works, some of several volumes5. The best known of these are the Memoirs of Baron 

Marbot.6 The Gerard stories are considered by many to be Conan Doyle’s finest fiction and have been 

compared favourably with the best short-story writing of their time7. 

In A Study in Surmise, Michael Harrison has suggested that Conan Doyle hero-worshipped Napoleon. I 

strongly disagree with this conclusion. 

Harrison asserted that Conan Doyle never permits the reader of his Gerard stories: 

to forget that, over his moderately humble hero stands that gigantic Arch-Hero in all his 

superhuman power and glory. To Conan Doyle, as to his creation, the gasconading 

cavalryman Gérard, Napoleon was what Caesar was to Cassius.8 

In “The last adventure of the Brigadier”, Gerard plots to rescue Napoleon from St. Helena, but arrives at 

the island to find his beloved Emperor dead. He faints at the sight. From this tale, Harrison extracts an 

“autobiographical,...self-revelatory” work, in which Conan Doyle demonstrates his “Celtic need to find 

and worship the Heroic” and that this tale brings forth “the quintessence of Conan Doyle, in this fiction 

of an impossible adventure which failed of its glorious object”9. 

This is simply reading too much into Conan Doyle. As a storyteller, he was always on the lookout for a 

plot. As must be obvious to anyone who reads the memoirs of Baron Marbot and compares them to the 

memoirs of officers who spent their careers in command of a line regiment, the individual adventures 

that form the basis of the Gerard stories could really only have happened to a general staff officer. And 

you simply cannot tell the stories of a Napoleonic officer, especially one who served on the general staff, 

without including Napoleon himself. 
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How better to round out the Gerard stories than by involving him in the aborted rescue of the exiled 

Napoleon? Harrison seizes on Gerard’s fainting when he sees the dead Napoleon -- an emotion strong 

enough to make Harrison believe that Conan Doyle was concealing a strong hero-worship. But what 

would be a more natural development in such a story? Gerard worships Napoleon. He has been given an 

opportunity to rescue him. He has just come ashore furtively after a long and stressful voyage. Finally 

arriving at the house where Napoleon is imprisoned, apprehensive and ready to encounter armed 

resistance to his rescue attempt, he looks in the window and sees the last thing that he could have ever 

imagined -- Napoleon lying dead. The shock to his senses would be bound to cause him to faint. To 

attribute this reaction to Conan Doyle is simply to ignore that this is a work of fiction. If we are to 

attribute every emotion or opinion of his characters to him, we would be faced with impossible 

contradictions, such as, to pick just one obvious example, Sherlock Holmes’ denial of the existence of 

spirits in “The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire”.10 Conan Doyle himself always pointed out this 

distinction. He once responded to a critic who suggested that he used the voice of Sherlock Holmes to air 

his own views, with an 18-line piece of doggerel, concluding with the rather awkward couplet: 

So please grasp this fact with your cerebral tentacle: 

The doll and its maker are never identical.11 

A truer view of what Conan Doyle really thought about Napoleon can be found in his other writing.  

On the verge of publication of the Gerard stories, Conan Doyle’s opinion of Napoleon was enthusiastic 

but still incomplete. In November, 1894, McClure’s Magazine published a lengthy interview of Conan 

Doyle by Robert Barr. Conan Doyle told Barr: 

[Napoleon] was a wonderful man -- perhaps the most wonderful man who ever lived. What 

strikes me is the lack of finality in his character. When you make up your mind that he is a 

complete villain, you come on some noble trait, and then your admiration of this is lost in 
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some act of incredible meanness....Then, there must have been a great personal charm about 

the man, for some of those intimate with him loved him.12 

In the Preface to the Author's Edition, written in 1901, he describes his portrait of Napoleon in the Gerard 

stories: 

... “The Exploits of Brigadier Gerard”... contains an impression of the emperor. I am well 

aware that the portrait is very much too large for its frame: but, at least, it is a true portrait so 

far as it goes.... If the effect is inconclusive and natural, I may excuse myself by saying that 

after studying all the evidence which was available I was still unable to determine whether I 

was dealing with a great hero or with a great scoundrel. Of the adjective only could I be sure. 

This equivocal comment, which surely is a far cry from hero-worship, echoes the closing lines of Louis de 

Laval's narration of the tale in Uncle Bernac, which we can with trepidation, having just denied that such 

a thing is proper, attribute to Conan Doyle: 

And yet as I look back at my old master, I find it very difficult to say if he was a very good 

man or a very bad one. I only know that he was a very great one, and that the things in which 

he dealt were also so great that it is impossible to judge him by any ordinary standard. 

Other writers do not have much to say about Conan Doyle’s interest in Napoleon. Owen Dudley 

Edwards, for example, a man who has probably delved as deeply into the psyche of Conan Doyle as 

anyone, says little about his attitude to Napoleon or any influence that Napoleon may have had on him. 

His only relevant comment, buried in the middle of a list, is that Doyle does not make his villains all bad: 

“The reader is allowed to admire the academic genius of Professor Moriarty, the military courage of 

Colonel Moran, the ape-man king’s similarity to Professor Challenger, the diplomacy of Uncle Bernac, 

the ambiguities of Napoleon.”13 Since Edwards deals at some length with Conan Doyle’s youthful 

passion for the German Romantic movement, it is clear that he does not perceive a strong Napoleonic 
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influence on Conan Doyle’s character. 

We do however have the suggestion of Jacques Barzun that “the link between Holmes and Vernet14 is ... 

the latter’s Napoleonic scenes, which so captivated that Emperor-worshipper, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.” 

However, there is nothing in Conan Doyle’s published work to which Professor Barzun attributes this 

comment.15The meaning of “hero-worship” can be examined from a modern, psychological perspective, 

or from a more traditional literary-historical one. The term is not commonly used in psychological 

literature. However, psychologists recognize a combination of personality traits that can be characterized 

as “hero-worship”16. There is a well-known behavioural pattern in which one person projects certain 

ideal characteristics onto another. In return, the first person hopes to win the affection and approval of 

his object. We all engage in it to some degree, but it is controlled by our level of maturity: the more 

mature we are, the greater our secure sense of self, the less likely we are to project impossible qualities 

onto someone else. One well-known example is the behaviour of young lovers, a subject explored by 

Conan Doyle in A Duet with an Occasional. 

I’m not qualified to psychoanalyse Conan Doyle, but it would be a fascinating study for someone who is. 

There is the relationship with his alcoholic, ineffectual father Charles and romantic, ancestor-

worshipping mother Mary, the influence of various priests at Stoneyhurst and Feldkirch, and of Dr. 

Bryan Waller, who became his mother’s benefactor and possibly her companion after the 

institutionalization of his father17. In particular, the relationship with his mother is important if we are to 

deal with the subject of hero-worship. She herself clung to her aristocratic ancestry, raising young Arthur 

on family trees and tales of his heroic forebears. 

It is therefore not surprising that Conan Doyle might idealize certain qualities onto a ‘heroic’ figure, but 

that figure is surely not Napoleon. In the first instance, Napoleon was dead and could not fulfill his 

reciprocal part of the role. In addition, Conan Doyle, from his reading, had formed an opinion of 

Napoleon that would preclude such a role - Napoleon was irascible, dominating, immoral, even amoral - 
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traits which would not endear themselves to Conan Doyle. Conan Doyle did have heroes, people whom 

he looked up to. Some of them were literary, such as Carlyle, Thackeray and Dickens, while others, such 

as Dr. Joseph Bell, were medical. A strong possibility is that Bell was idealized into the almost super-

human Sherlock Holmes18.  

The less exact and more romantic literary-historical meaning of hero-worship is probably the one 

intended by Harrison and Barzun: 

The worship or adoration of heroes: a. of the deified heroes of antiquity and mythology; b. of 

heroic men generally19. 

This sense was enunciated by Thomas Carlyle as the theory of the Great Man in History: 

... Universal History, the history of what man has accomplished in this world, is at the bottom 

the History of Great Men who have worked here. They were the leaders of men, these great 

ones; the modellers, patterns, and in a wide sense creators, of whatsoever the general mass of 

men contrived to do or attain;20 

Conan Doyle admired and was undoubtedly influenced by Carlyle. If Napoleon was Conan Doyle’s hero, 

we would naturally expect to find him given a prominent rôle in the Gerard stories. However, the 

Napoleon that is reflected there is not the idealized hero that Harrison and Barzun seem to expect from 

Conan Doyle, but a rather complex and ambiguous human being, moderated by a touch of the 

ridiculous21, as we would expect him to be portrayed by a mature and self-controlled writer, someone 

who has “worked out” or “resolved” many of his own adolescent problems in his mature adult 

writings.22 

Conan Doyle's view of Napoleon, and particularly his effect on those around him, is not original. It 

derives essentially from two sources. The first of these has been described as “the transplanted Italian 
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condottiere of Hippolyte Taine”23, reflected in “How the Brigadier slew the brothers of Ajaccio”. The 

second is the Memoirs of Constant, Napoleon’s valet, “written from that point of view in which it is 

proverbial that no man is a hero” 24, best demonstrated in Uncle Bernac. Conan Doyle describes Taine’s 

view in Through the Magic Door25: 

But of all the vivid terrible pictures of Napoleon the most haunting is by a man who never saw him and 

whose book was not directly dealing with him. I mean Taine's account of him, in the first volume of “Les 

Origines de la France Contemporaine.”26 You can never forget it when once you have read it. He 

produces his effect in a wonderful, and to me a novel, way. He does not, for example, say in mere crude 

words that Napoleon had a more than mediæval Italian cunning. He presents a succession of documents 

-- gives a series of contemporary instances to prove it. Then, having got that fixed in your head by blow 

after blow, he passes on to another phase of his character, his cold-blooded amorousness, his power of 

work, his spoiled child wilfulness, or some other quality, and piles up his illustrations of that....So the 

man is gradually etched in with indelible ink. It is a wonderful figure of which you are conscious in the 

end, the figure of an archangel, but surely of an archangel of darkness. 

We will, after Taine's method, take one fact and let it speak for itself. Napoleon left a legacy in a codicil to 

his will to a man who tried to assassinate Wellington....You can whitewash him as you may, but you will 

never get a layer thick enough to cover the stain of that cold-blooded deliberate endorsement of his noble 

adversary's assassination.27 

This was the same man who had a royal duke shot in a ditch because he was a danger to his throne28. 

Was he not himself a danger to every throne in Europe?  

I have quoted from Magic Door at some length to refute Harrison’s contention that Conan Doyle displays 

his hero-worship of Napoleon in the Gerard stories. Clearly Conan Doyle, in depicting Napoleon as a 

somewhat benevolent character, separated himself from Conan Doyle the historian, who saw Napoleon 
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for what he was, relying on Taine’s late nineteenth-century view. Nowhere does Conan Doyle’s English 

sense of fair play come through more clearly than in the outraged tone in which he relates Napoleon’s 

gift to Wellington’s putative assassin. But, the Napoleon he portrays fictionally is an affectionate, 

irascible and somewhat socially bumbling paterfamilias. This approach is a literary necessity, because 

Napoleon had to inspire the love and respect of his soldiers. A cruel, vindictive Napoleon would simply 

not make sense in Uncle Bernac, let alone in the Brigadier Gerard stories. 

Taine's work is based on a review of 23,000 letters and numerous other documents which had been 

published by his time, and on contemporary memoirs, many of which Conan Doyle also read. Apart 

from admiring Napoleon's strategic genius, prodigious memory for detail and tremendous capacity for 

work, Taine has few kind things to say, depicting him as a kind of Italian condottiere with a violent 

temper, monumental ego and a psychopathic ability and need to manipulate all who served him, either 

by appealing to their baser instincts or by sheer intimidation. Taine questions Napoleon's motives, stating 

that he cloaked his self-aggrandizing military conquests in the rhetoric of liberation. Conan Doyle's own 

fictional portrayal of Napoleon tends to a more benign view, turning what appeared to Taine as evil into 

mere foibles29. 

I question whether, in Through the Magic Door, Conan Doyle felt the need to justify himself to a patriotic 

and anti-French English readership and really did think better of Napoleon in his private view. In the 

end, I prefer to think his personal view was really somewhat more ambiguous than in Magic Door and is 

better expressed in his earlier writing30. The consistent portrayal of Napoleon throughout the two series 

of Gerard stories, coupled with Conan Doyle’s pride in having written a historically accurate account, 

lends further support to this argument31. Conan Doyle worked very hard to maintain historical accuracy 

in his Napoleonic Wars stories. Given this effort, I find it difficult to believe that he would have 

deliberately portrayed Napoleon in what he believed to be a false light. 

Harrison’s theory of Conan Doyle and Napoleon also ignores the substantial prominence Conan Doyle 
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gives to other historical figures in the Gerard stories -- Talleyrand, Wellington, Massena and other 

marshals. In fact, Conan Doyle gives Napoleon just about the same prominence as a character as he is 

accorded in Baron Marbot’s Memoirs. Of the stories in Exploits, Napoleon takes centre stage only in two: 

“How the Brigadier Slew the Brothers of Ajaccio” and “How the Brigadier was tempted by the Devil”. In 

“How the Brigadier won his Medal”, Napoleon plays a small, but important rôle. In the other four 

stories, he does not appear and there are only passing references to him. In Adventures Napoleon appears 

in only three of the nine stories -- the two Waterloo stories (in which he is a relatively minor supporting 

character, although the second story is about saving him from capture at the end of the battle) and “The 

last adventure of the Brigadier” (in which his dead body appears at the end of the story). There are only 

passing references to him in the other six stories. Napoleon has no part in the final uncollected story, 

“The Marriage of the Brigadier”. Napoleon is, of course, a major presence in Uncle Bernac, although, apart 

from the lengthy digression in the middle of the book, which was added to pad out the material to book 

length and which does not play an essential part in the story, Napoleon’s rôle is really quite a minor 

one32. 

Now that I have, I submit, dismissed the assertion that Conan Doyle hero-worshipped Napoleon, I wish 

to confront the ancillary question of whether Conan Doyle’s interest in Napoleon can be considered to be 

obsessive. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “obsession” as: 

(3) a. The action of any influence, fixed notion, or ‘fixed idea’, which persistently assails or 

vexes, esp. so as to discompose the mind; b. Psychol. An idea or image that repeatedly intrudes 

upon the mind of a person against his will and is usually distressing (in psycho-analytic 

theory attributed to the sub-conscious effect of a repressed emotion or experience).33 

Obsession implies monomania, which is different from enthusiasm or fascination34. There is a difference 

between obsession and a strong, but not over-powering personal interest. The word ‘fascination’ could be 

used to describe this lesser degree of interest, but this word also sometimes suggests a type of possession. 
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Here I am using it in its milder sense. My conclusion is that Conan Doyle found the character of 

Napoleon fascinating, that is, intensely interesting and attractive, but never to the point of preoccupation, 

and this fascination never causes him to lose his objective view of the man, as he would have done if he 

were obsessed with him. 

With this background, let us look again at the importance of the character of Napoleon to Conan Doyle. 

We select those stories and non-fiction in which Napoleon plays a rôle, Adventures of Gerard, Exploits of 

Gerard, Uncle Bernac and Through the Magic Door. The Sherlock Holmes story, “The Six Napoleons”, and a 

passing reference to Napoleon in another, can be added to this list35. The period of Conan Doyle’s life 

covered by these works is the years 1896 to 1907. During this same period of time, Conan Doyle was very 

busy with numerous other interests, well-documented in various biographies about him. In short, Conan 

Doyle managed to fit his interest in Napoleon and the Napoleonic Wars into a well-rounded and very 

busy life. They were just one more of his many interests. If, in fact, he can be considered obsessive or 

monomaniacal about anything at any time of his life, it was the Spiritualist cause, which preoccupied him 

for the last fifteen years of his life. 

Let us now return to Conan Doyle’s portrayal of Napoleon. We can say that portrayal depends greatly on 

his sources. The following illustrative scene, with Napoleon’s demands for obedience regardless of the 

consequences, is from the Memoirs of Constant, Napoleon’s valet de chambre36: 

“Admiral,” he said in a choked voice, “why have you not carried out my orders?” 

“Sire,” replied Admiral Bruix with respectful firmness, “there is a frightful storm getting up. 

Your Majesty can see that as well as I. Your Majesty does not wish to expose so many brave 

fellows to needless danger? 

. . .  
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“Sir,” returned Napoleon with increasing irritation, “I gave an order. Once more, why did you 

not carry it out? I am the sole judge of consequences. Obey!” 

“Sire, I shall not obey!” 

“You are insolent, sir!”  

And Napoleon, who was still carrying his riding-whip, advanced on the admiral with a 

threatening gesture. Admiral Bruix fell back a step, laying his hand on his sword-hilt. 

“Sire,” he said, turning pale, “be careful!” 

All who stood by were frozen with terror. For some time Napoleon remained motionless, his 

hand raised, and his eyes fixed on the admiral, who, on his side, retained his terrible posture. 

At last Napoleon threw down his whip. Bruix let go his sword-hilt, and awaited bareheaded 

and in silence the outcome of this horrible scene. 

“Rear-Admiral Magon,” said Napoleon, “you will instantly carry out the movement I ordered. 

As for you sir,” he went on, looking once more at Admiral Bruix, “you will leave Boulogne 

within twenty-four hours and retire to Holland. Go.”  

In Uncle Bernac, Conan Doyle embellishes Constant’s language: 

There was a hush amidst all the great audience; such a heavy silence as comes only when 

many are waiting, and all with bated breath. The Emperor’s face was terrible. His cheeks were 

of a greenish, livid tint, and there was a singular rotary movement of the muscles of his 

forehead. It was the countenance of an epileptic. He raised the whip to his shoulder, and took 

a step towards the admiral. 
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“You insolent rascal!” he hissed. It was the Italian word coglione37 which he used, and I 

observed that as his feelings overcame him his French became more and more that of a 

foreigner. 

In reality, Napoleon’s order was carried out, with tragic consequences. However, consistent with his 

benign portrayal, Conan Doyle improves the impression left by Constant’s original description by having 

the storm already in progress, so that Napoleon’s terrible orders are not actually carried out. 

It is arguable that the Napoleonic War stories derive as much from Conan Doyle's fascination with the 

Battle of Waterloo as from any fascination with Napoleon. His mother raised him on stories of his five 

ancestors who fought at Waterloo, including Major-General Sir Denis Pack, leader of Pack’s Brigade. In 

fact, five of the Napoleonic Wars stories -- A Straggler of ‘15, The Great Shadow and three of the Gerard 

stories -- deal with the Battle of Waterloo. 

Truthfully, there is hero-worship in the Gerard stories. But, it is Gerard, not Conan Doyle, who is the 

hero-worshipper. Time does not permit an exposition of this thesis. A few short examples from four 

different tales will have to suffice: 

I could have sat down and shed tears of despair had not the thought of my mother and of the 

Emperor come to sustain me38. 

And of them all was it not I who had the best reason to laugh, since in front of me I could see 

my dear France, and my mother, and the Emperor, and my horsemen ...39. 

I felt the poor, silent, patient creature, which I had come to love more than anything in the 

world except my mother and the Emperor, reel and stagger beneath me40. 

I thought of my comrades of the light cavalry brigade, of my mother, of the Emperor, of 
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France41. 

...but Étienne Gerard had his sword, his horse, his regiment, his mother, his Emperor and his 

career42. 

In other words, Gerard hero-worships, in very specific order, his mother and the Emperor (whom he 

institutionalizes and almost never refers to as Napoleon). Conan Doyle accurately portrays hero-worship. 

This is probably deliberate, although, of course, Conan Doyle intends it in the literary-historical sense.  It  

must be remembered that Conan Doyle was writing for a British audience for whom Napoleon was still 

the most compelling figure of the 19th century. Marbot's Memoirs, on which the character of Brigadier 

Gerard was largely based, had been very popular just a few years earlier. Conan Doyle was, above all, a 

commercial writer who seemed to have an excellent grip on what the reading public wanted, at least 

when it came to short stories. Chris Redmond43 has pointed out the popularity of the Napoleon fad in the 

early 1890's44. 1895, the centenary of Napoleon’s accession to power, inspired a Napoleonic revival in 

France, with an increase in publication of memoirs and histories, an effect that carried over into Britain45. 

The reference in “Final Problem” to Moriarty as the ‘Napoleon of Crime’ is clearly intended to evoke this 

familiarity with Napoleon. Conan Doyle’s treatment of Napoleon in the Gerard stories46 is not in any 

way a balanced portrait, but a very sketchy one, similar to the economical way that he develops his 

incidental characters in the Sherlock Holmes stories. For a more fully-drawn view, we have to go to Uncle 

Bernac, where we can find the “coglione” scene, or a lengthy digressive evening ball scene, and a 

marriage-arranging scene. 

If anything, Conan Doyle's personal view of Napoleon is harsher than the way he is viewed by many 

modern historians47. Today, Napoleon is often given a great deal of credit as a social and legal reformer, 

emancipator of minorities and the person who finally put an end to the excesses of the French 

Revolution. As Dixon has said, “Although he was ambitious, ruthless, devious, unscrupulous, grandiose, 

despotic, Machiavellian, dictatorial and autocratic”, he was also an egalitarian and, paradoxically, a 
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humane person, albeit one who could blithely sacrifice the lives of thousands of his soldiers for an 

advantage48. Few of these elements appear in any of the Napoleonic stories, including Uncle Bernac, or in 

Conan Doyle's non-fiction work. On balance, Conan Doyle's fictional assessment of Napoleon cannot be 

considered to be hero-worship or an obsession, but simply a well-balanced, objective, historically 

grounded portrayal. In the end, we are left with Conan Doyle’s honest admission in the Preface to the 

Author's Edition that Napoleon was either “a great hero or ... a great scoundrel. Of the adjective only 

could I be sure.”  
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letter (October 1997) that he 

did not know of a source for this 

assertion and that it was simply 
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based on combining Conan 

Doyle’s well-known admiration 

for Napoleon with his use of the 

Vernet connection in “Greek 

Interpreter”. 

16  The Story of Psychology, 

Morton Hunt, New York: 

Doubleday, 1993, pp. 311-349; 

Shreeve, Daniel F., 

‘Pseudomaturity in the 

development line of object 

relations”, in American Journal of 

Psychotherapy, Vol. 44, No. 4, 

p.536 (October, 1990). Drs. 

Harvey Golombek, Anna 

Stuckler and Jerry Friedman 

all provided me with useful 

information and comments on 

this subject. 

17  “My mother had adopted the 

device of sharing a larger house, 

which may have eased her in 

some ways, but was disastrous 

in others”. Arthur Conan Doyle, 

Memories and Adventures, 
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Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1989, p.22.  

18  Conan Doyle also formed a 

close relationship with his 

Edinburgh classmate George 

Turnavine Budd. He  was soon 

seriously disillusioned, as he 

graphically demonstrated in the 

semi-autobiographical The Stark 

Munro Letters (1895). 

19 Oxford English Dictionary. 

20 On heroes, hero-worship, and the 

heroic in history, 1841. Ed. --. 

Niemeyer, Lincoln, Nebraska: 

University of Nebraska Press, 

1966. Doyle eulogized Carlyle in 

The Hampshire Post on January 

29, 1886. 

21 According to Edwards, Conan 

Doyle’s heroes Holmes, Sir 

Nigel, Gerard and Challenger 

always had a touch of the 

ridiculous. This helped to make 
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them more appealing to his 

readers. Op. cit., p. 131. 

22 For another literary example 

of this phenomenon, see “Anaïs 

Nin and the developmental use 

of the creative person” in 

Psychoanalytical Review, Vol. 79, 

No. 1, p. 73 (Spring, 1992). 

23  Harold T. Parker, 

“Napoleon Reconsidered: An 

Invitation to Inquiry and 

Reflection,” in French 

Historical Studies, Vol. 15, No. 

1, p.142 (Spring, 1987). 

24 Arthur Conan Doyle, Through 

the Magic Door, London: Smith 

Elder, 1907; Toronto: William 

Briggs, n.d. [1907?], p.194 

25  Ibid., pp.194-7 

26  Hippolyte Taine, Les 

Origines de la France 

Contemporaine, 24th ed., Paris: 

Hachette, 1904-1909. Doyle is 
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actually referring to the 9th 

volume, or the first volume of 

the third part, La Régime 

Moderne. 

27  The legacy is contained in 

the fourth codicil to 

Napoleon's will, in his own 

handwriting, on April 24, 

1821, less than two weeks 

before his death. The 

polemical tone of the codicil 

does not quite justify Conan 

Doyle's righteous anger. 

4. Likewise we leave 100,000 francs to N.C.O. Cantillon, who 

was tried for having sought the murder of the Duke of 

Wellington and found not guilty. Cantillon had as much right to 

kill that oligarch as the latter had to send me to die on the rock 

of St. Helena. Wellington, who conceived this murderous plot, 

sought to justify it as being in the interests of Great Britain. 

Cantillon, had he really assassinated the duke, would have been 

similarly justified by France's need to dispose of a general who 

had, moreover, violated the Peace of Paris and thereby rendered 

himself responsible for the blood of martyrs Ney, Labédoyère, 
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etc., and for the crime of pillaging museums, contrary to the 

spirit of the treaties (Napoleon's Last Will and Testament, pp.76-7). 

Napoleon was deathly ill and 

possessed by an idée fixe -- 

that the English were 

conspiring to bring about his 

death -- when this codicil was 

written. In addition, the Royal 

Navy had been heavily 

involved in an elaborate plot 

to have Napoleon 

assassinated by the outraged 

husband of one of his 

mistresses, Madame Fourès 

(Norman F. Dixon, On The 

Psychology of Military 

Incompetence, London: 

Jonathan Cape, 1976. p. 294), 

which may not justify 

Napoleon's position, but 

shows that he was not 

entirely a paranoiac on this 

issue. Napoleon's will clause 

is not referred to by Taine. 
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28  Conan Doyle is referring to 

the Duc d'Enghien, who was 

implicated in a plot to have 

Napoleon assassinated. At 

Talleyrand's instigation, 

Napoleon had the Duke 

arrested when he made a 

clandestine visit to 

Strasbourg. He was hastily 

tried by a military tribunal 

and executed by a firing 

squad on March 21, 1804. 

Talleyrand later did 

everything he could to 

incriminate Napoleon and 

exonerate himself of 

responsibility for this 

execution. This incident did a 

great deal to harm 

Napoleon’s reputation. 

Among other things, it led 

Beethoven to withdraw the 

dedication of his Eroica 

Symphony to Napoleon. 
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Napoleon was probably 

aware that he was having the 

wrong Bourbon executed – 

the Comte d'Artois was the 

true Bourbon threat – but 

chose to do so quite 

deliberately to consolidate his 

position. Far from being 

typical of Napoleon’s 

character, the execution of the 

Duc d'Enghien and the gift to 

Wellington’s would be 

assassin are two 

uncharacteristic aberrations 

in Napoleon’s otherwise 

forgiving disposition. See 

Cronin, op. cit., pp.299-301, 

553 and Felix Markham, 

Napoleon, New York: Mentor 

Books, 1963, pp. 16, 111-113. 

29  Taine's view of Napoleon 

was written before the 

discovery and publication in 

the 20th century of large parts 



27 

 

                                                                                                                                                   

of Napoleon's personal 

correspondence (only 23,000 

of approximately 70,000 items 

left behind by Napoleon were 

known in Taine’s time), 

which shows him in a much 

more favourable light. 

Similarly, Claire de Rémusat, 

who was Josephine's lady-in-

waiting, was heavily 

influenced by Talleyrand and 

wrote her memoirs, at least in 

part, to <clear herself of her 

Napoleonic taint’, so that her 

husband and son would be 

able to progress under the 

Bourbons. Her letters, 

published in 1881, which 

covered the years from 1804-

1814, show Napoleon in  a 

more favourable light. 

30  For example, in the 1901 

preface to the Author’s 

Edition, quoted above. 
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31 op. cit. n. 1, pp. 165-174. 

32  Conan Doyle's fascination 

with Napoleon may not be 

limited to Napoleon I. I have 

argued elsewhere that the 

love affair between Louis 

Napoleon -- Napoleon III -- 

and his English mistress, 

Elizabeth Howard, was the 

source of the plot and the 

characters for A Scandal in 

Bohemia (see Clifford S. 

Goldfarb, “The Bohemian 

King”, Baker Street 

Miscellanea, No. 71 (Fall 1992), 

pp.24-39). 

33  We can exclude the first 

two examples. of ‘besieged’ 

and of ‘possession by a devil’. 

34 A good example, 

recognizable by most 

Sherlockian enthusiasts, is the 

difference between those who 
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are merely interested in 

Conan Doyle's detective and 

those who are obsessed with 

him. 

35  In “The Adventure of the 

Abbey Grange” Holmes makes a 

major breakthrough in solving a 

crime and remarks, "We have 

not yet met our Waterloo, 

Watson, but this is our Marengo, 

for it begins in defeat and ends 

in victory”. In “The Adventure 

of the Six Napoleons”, in which 

a criminal trying to find a stolen 

pearl goes around smashing 

plaster busts of Napoleon in 

which it had been hidden. 

Holmes remarks that the fact 

that all the busts are identical 

“must tell against the theory that 

the man who breaks them is 

influenced by any general 

hatred of Napoleon. 

Considering how many 

hundreds of statues of the great 
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Emperor must exist in London, 

it is too much to suppose such a 

coincidence as that a 

promiscuous iconoclast should 

chance to begin upon three 

specimens of the same bust." 

Both stories were published 

in 1904. 

36  Constant (Louis Constant 

Wairy), known as Constant. 

Mémoires of Constant, First 

Valet de Chambre of the 

Emperor, on the Private Life of 

Napoleon, his Family and his 

Court. New York: Scribner, 

1895 (translation by Elizabeth 

Gilbert Martin, preface by 

Imbert Saint-Amand [2 vols.]; 

Constant’s Mémoires first pub. 

1830-1). 

37  It is interesting that Conan 

Doyle would choose such a 

word at the time, since the 

term translates as “testicles”, 
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or in the vernacular, “balls”. 

It is commonly in use today 

in its Spanish cognate cojones. 

38  “How the King held the 

Brigadier” 

39  Ibid. 

40  “How the Brigadier was 

tempted by the Devil” 

41  “How the Brigadier slew 

the fox” 

42  “How the Brigadier lost his 

ear” 

43  Christopher A. Redmond, 

Welcome to America, Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes: Toronto: 

Simon & Pierre, 1987 at 

pp.144-5. 

44  Conan Doyle's interest in 

the Napoleonic era extended 

beyond his literature. In 1897, 
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the Navy League prepared to 

celebrate the 92nd 

anniversary of Nelson’s death 

at the Battle of Trafalgar, with 

services and by decorating 

Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar 

Square. Conan Doyle, who 

was staying in Morley's 

Hotel, opposite the Square, 

wrote letters published by The 

Times on October 20 and 23rd, 

protesting that the celebration 

of a British victory over the 

French was likely to give 

offence to an ally. 

It is un-English and unchivalrous to exult over a beaten foe. But 

if we kept Nelson’s birthday it would answer every purpose 

which the Navy League has in view, and it could not be open to 

these objections. . . .It is a sound old British maxim never to hit a 

man when he is down, and all celebrations of days which are to 

our foemen days of disaster appear to me to be an infringement 

of this. With all sympathy for the general aims of the Navy 

League, I still feel that the great words of Lord Rosebery at 

Stirling, when he said that Britain had so many victories that she 
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had neither the time nor the memory to celebrate them, strike a 

higher and a nobler note. 

As may be expected, these 

letters aroused a flurry of 

correspondence criticizing 

Conan Doyle (Richard 

Lancelyn Green & John M. 

Gibson, Letters to the Press, 

Arthur Conan Doyle, Iowa 

City: University of Iowa 

Press, 1986). 

45  Jack Tracy says that the 

Napoleonic fad was less 

popular in the U.S. than in 

Britain, so that there were 

fewer American publications 

of the Gerard stories, though 

they were anthologized at the 

time of the original 

publication. Jack Tracy, ed., 

Brigadier Gerard, New York: 

Jove Publications Inc., 1982 
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(Introduction and 

Afterword). 

46  e.g., “How the Brigadier 

Won his Medal” 

47  e.g., Cronin, Markham, 

Parker, Dixon, cited above. 

48  Dixon, op. cit., pp.330-334. 

 


