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Colonial Echoes: Political Noise in The Valley of Fear and its Adaptations 

Kristopher Mecholsky 

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle suggested in his autobiography that he was knighted 

not for the impact of his astoundingly popular Sherlock Holmes tales, but for 

his work in defending the British Empire’s actions against the Dutch in the 

Second Boer War, particularly through his pamphlet “The War in South Africa: 

Its Causes and Conduct” (210). That may be, but nearly everyone has forgotten 



it. Nevertheless, the effects of the British Empire’s colonialism echo throughout 

all of Doyle’s writing, including the Sherlock Holmes canon. In fact, in the 

wake of over one hundred years of stage, film, television, opera, radio, and 

comic book adaptations of Holmes stories, the resonance of those effects has 

become even more apparent. These “re-narrativizations” of the Holmes stories 

have increasingly reflected the political noise that is inherent in all of Doyle’s 

genre fiction.1 They demonstrate not only the existence but also the critical 

importance of Doyle’s colonial concerns in that fiction. Furthermore, they 

indicate that adaptation itself tends toward ideology critique—i.e. as the 

number of re-narrativizations increase, the probability that the marginal and 

peripheral concerns of previous narrativizations will be stressed increases. 

These marginal concerns inherently supply critique of ideology, inasmuch as 

ideology is defined as Paul Ricoeur defines it: “moved by the will to show that 

the group which it represents is legitimately the way it is” (135). By looking at 

Doyle’s last Sherlock Holmes novel (The Valley of Fear), and by briefly referring 

to its subsequent re-narrativization, I will indicate how the colonial anxieties 

Doyle struggled with throughout his life and writing intensify in later 

adaptations, and that they highlight Holmes and Doyle’s complicated 

understanding of colonialism and nationalism. 

Because of his association with popularizing the detective story and spawning 

the “Golden Age” of detective fiction, Doyle has been blamed for popularizing 

a host of creative and cultural weaknesses in that fiction. Charles J. Rzepka 

notes that Holmes’s apparent death, even before the second half of the canon 

had been written, prompted a swarm of imitations and replacements, several of 

whom parodied or countered Holmes’s techniques and Doyle’s writing style 

(137–38). And as even a number of contemporary critics suggested, the clue–

puzzle structure of the Holmes and later Golden Age stories indicated an 

escapist and conservative flight from the terrors of the modern era, both 



confirming and masking the growing bourgeois culture that produced and 

consumed them. Of course, as Stephen Knight points out, the Golden Age that 

followed the advent of Holmes was hardly as homogenous as critics first 

suggested (77); but a number of literary practices and themes did recur 

consistently, and many of them can be traced directly back to Holmes’s 

extraordinary popularity. 

Nevertheless, Doyle’s own political and cultural perspectives were far from 

fixed, and the fiction he produced reflected that ambiguity. Catherine Wynne 

argues comprehensively in The Colonial Conan Doyle that “in Doyle the imperial 

and the colonial converge,” and furthermore that “the conflict between 

imperial fidelity and colonial heritage often finds an uneasy resolution in his 

Gothically charged fictions” (3, 2).2 I agree partially with Wynne, at least, that 

the imperial and colonial converge in Doyle’s writing, but I contest the 

conclusion that those conflicting loyalties find their only resolution, due to his 

spiritualism, in his Gothically charged work. Wynne’s case is tempting, of 

course, as she draws on the Gothic roots of crime fiction, its preoccupations 

with duality and imperial anxieties, and Doyle’s apparently late-life conversion 

to spiritualism. They work in concert to form a relatively neat narrative of his 

struggle with his own colonial identity. While the fantastic imagery in Doyle’s 

fiction, particularly in relation to his scientific background and spiritualism, is 

its own mystery to ponder, one need not search very long to find colonial 

preoccupations in any of Doyle’s writing. Furthermore, Doyle’s colonial views 

cannot be as easily summarized as being reduced to his choice of faith. They 

cannot be readily reduced to anything else but the complexity they are. But 

Wynne’s work expertly leads the way in charting Doyle’s complex relationship 

to Ireland and the British Empire, both publically and literarily. And 

regardless, my own argument suggests that whatever Doyle’s hopes, fears, or 

plans for the entirety of the English-speaking world, the later adaptations of 



Doyle’s Holmes stories reveal the intrinsic conflict between empire and colony 

underlying his writing and illustrate the socially evaluative capability of re-

narrativizations. 

As I have already indicated, recognizing the echoes of imperialism in Doyle’s 

writing is no difficult task. Even in his very first stories, the echoes resound: an 

Irishman hunting treasure in South Africa during the First Boer War (“The 

Mystery of Sasassa Valley”); hints of a future reunion of America and Britain in 

his second story (“The American’s Tale”); treasure hunting again, the Indian 

Rebellion of 1857, and the East India Company in the second Holmes tale, The 

Sign of the Four. And as he was publishing his fiction, Doyle maintained a very 

public presence in discussions about the empire. Of course, he published the 

aforementioned pamphlet on the Second Boer War, but he was also 

consistently writing to newspapers on his views regarding colonial issues like 

India, the Home Rule movement, and even the “Great Game” with Russia. Still, 

most of Doyle’s fiction writing referenced British colonial issues a healthy 

distance of time from when they were most relevant. But this was not the case 

for the subject of Doyle’s most involved interest: the Irish debate. 

Doyle had maintained strong interest in Irish affairs throughout his life. His 

family had historically identified more strongly with the liberal nationalists (i.e. 

Home Rule enthusiasts). His Catholic landowning grandfather (John Doyle) 

had emigrated from Ireland in 1815 to escape the harsh Penal Laws that had 

legally oppressed Irish Catholics since the eighteenth century. John Doyle’s 

son, Charles Altamont Doyle, carried forth his father’s deeply nationalist 

convictions, but such beliefs were much harder for his son, Arthur Ignatius 

Conan Doyle, to hold. His full name, let alone his surname, marked him 

inextricably as Irish in Edinburgh, where his native ethnicity comprised only 

four or five percent of the total population. Additionally, in Arthur’s childhood 



days, anti-Irish sentiment was strong due to a number of Fenian terrorist 

activities. Catherine Wynne relates that in December of 1867, when Conan 

Doyle was eight, Fenians blew up a wall at London’s Clerkenwell Jail, injuring 

and killing a number of innocent bystanders; “after this incident, popular 

opinion troublingly elided Irishness with Fenianism” (“Mollies”).3 Given this 

troubling childhood introduction to Irish–British relations, Doyle’s subsequent, 

conflicted treatment of the Irish in his fiction and his long-developing views on 

the question of Irish government follow logically.  

Over the course of his life, Doyle changed his position on Ireland’s relation to 

Britain from avowed Unionist to temperate Federalist. From the beginning of 

his writing career in the 1880s until about 1893, Doyle wrote a handful of 

stories pertaining to Irish politics. As Wynne concurs, they demonstrate a 

marked sympathy for Irish independence. For instance, Doyle’s short story 

“The Green Flag” (1893) reveals some of the terrible, forgotten effects of British 

imperial rule on Ireland, compounded by the background of the story—a 

Sudanese political and religious revolt against the colonized Egyptians, as well 

as the British. Particularly within the comic context of the story, the loyal Irish 

officers arguing with their insubordinate Fenian subordinates to fight the 

Mahdist revolt against the colonized Egyptians for the absent British Empire is 

ludicrous and (almost) laughable. The slaughter of the Irish, and its utter 

futility, is likewise darkly humorous. In fact, the story depicts much of its social 

criticism in a comic (though not light) tone. It is a peculiarly Irish tone, with 

dark, gallows humor permeating the language. The opening lines, for example, 

balance dry wit and drastic understatement: 

When Jack Conolly, of the Irish Shotgun Brigade, the Rory of the Hills Inner 

Circle, and the extreme left wing of the Land League, was incontinently shot by 

Sergeant Murdoch of the constabulary, in a little moonlight frolic near Kanturk, 



his twin-brother Dennis joined the British Army. The countryside had become 

too hot for him; and, as the seventy-five shillings were wanting which might 

have carried him to America, he took the only way handy of getting himself 

out of the way. 

Dennis Conolly bathetically joins the army after his Fenian brother is shot “in a 

little moonlight frolic near Kanturk,” for no other reason than that “the 

countryside had become too hot…and…[he lacked] the seventy-five 

shillings…which might have carried him to America.” Although he and the 

other Irish soldiers are initially defiant, Conolly and the other Irishmen 

eventually join in the battle, spurred on by racist loathing of the Mahdists, and 

they are mercilessly slaughtered. In a darkly comic twist, the reader discovers 

that the Irish hesitation and their eventual slaughter gave the rest of the British 

troops time to regroup, but made little difference in the overall strategy of the 

British. The stylistic complexity of “The Green Flag,” along with other stories 

like “That Little Square Box,” challenges the simplicity to which Doyle’s 

writing is usually relegated. Many readers consider his various adventure 

stories primarily in the context of straightforward escapism, but these stories 

reveal a more complicated author demanding more thoughtful analysis. 

Yet for such astute colonial criticism, Doyle remained Unionist until about 

1900. During the first decade of the twentieth century, however, he changed his 

mind and began to argue publically for Ireland’s peaceful transition to Home 

Rule. It was after this conversion that Doyle wrote the second half of the 

Holmes canon, including The Valley of Fear. The years of The Valley of Fear’s 

composition and publication were marked by a number of major developments 

in Irish affairs of which Doyle was fully aware. He began work on the novel 

toward the end of 1913, in the very time-crucible of Irish–British conflict 

(Stashower 313). British Parliament had finally responded to repeated demands 



for Home Rule in 1912, but this led to its own crises. In September of 1912, 

nearly half a million Protestant Irish and English men and women in Ulster 

signed the “Ulster Covenant and Declaration,” pledging unwavering loyalty to 

the crown and its Empire, and set up the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) to resist 

Home Rule—by force if necessary. Irish nationalists responded with the 

formation of the nationalist Irish Volunteers, a military group comprising 

members of the Ancient Order of Hibernians (amongst others), which would 

also go on to form a part of the Irish Republican Army (IRA). These 

developments greatly troubled Doyle, who wrote to The Times, “as one who 

has been converted to Home Rule by Imperial considerations I have never been 

able to understand why Southern Home Rulers should refuse to the North the 

very justice which they have so long demanded for themselves” (“Nationalists 

and Exclusion” 199–200).  

But when Doyle was directly writing The Valley of Fear, the most present and 

visible sign of unrest was the Dublin Lock-out, one of the most severe labor 

disputes in history and certainly the most important Irish one. The conflict was 

inextricably tied to the question of Irish nationalism, too. The heart of the entire 

affair was the Dublin employers’ opposition (led by William Martin Murphy) 

to trade unionism (led by James Larkin), which resulted in a bloody 

confrontation between labor and capital that lasted until January of 1915, while 

Doyle worked steadily on his own tale of labor and capital conflict. During that 

time, Larkin helped form the Irish Citizen Army to retaliate against 

widespread police brutality. This citizen army would fight in the 1916 Easter 

Rising. 

Even though The Valley of Fear was written in the midst of the Dublin Lock-out 

and the tense stand-off between the Ulster and Irish Volunteers, it is primarily 

set in the late 1880s, with a large portion of the action also taking place in 1875 



in the Pennsylvania coal region. How do the threads of discourse concerning 

Sherlock Holmes and the murder of “John Douglas” at Birlstone Manor; the 

small-town gang violence of the quasi-Fenian group Scowrers; and the Irish 

nationalist movement merge in The Valley of Fear? The novel does not discuss 

Irish issues in any explicit way, so Doyle could not be charged with trying to 

convey that information. Any consideration of Fenian nationalism by the 

reader would be noise with regard to his message. Yet in subsequent re-

narrativizations of The Valley of Fear, it is just that noise that comes to the fore. 

At this point, then, a short explanation of my use of discourse and noise in 

relation to adaptation (or re-narrativization, as I have called it) is in order. 

Narratives are complex, figuratively and literally. Figuratively, innumerable 

discourses and contexts ground their production; literally, they can be 

considered dynamic systems, in need of a great deal more description and of a 

peculiar analytical approach to them. A number of literary scholars have 

investigated the comparison between texts and complex physical systems 

before, particularly in terms of chaos theory. For the most part, use of chaos 

and complexity theory arose from insights into information theory by Claude 

Shannon, which was later developed more specifically for the humanities by 

Michel Serres. As N. Katherine Hayles notes in Chaos Bound, a productive 

comparison between the humanities and information theory arose from 

competing definitions of information in relation to entropy (the scientific 

measure for energy dissipation). In 1951, Leon Brillouin posited that 

information is defined as a kind of negative entropy—for any increase in 

information, a system must have a corresponding increase in entropy, and vice 

versa. Shannon simply defined information as equal to entropy. Hayles 

suggests that these conceptions revealed “two opposite ways of valuing 

disorder….the crux of the disagreement lies in where the commentator 

positions himself with respect to the transmission process…. Shannon considers 



the uncertainty in the message at its source, whereas Brillouin considers it at the 

destination” (58). For those following Brillouin, extraneous information coming 

from the source is inefficient and confusing; for those following Shannon, 

extraneous information arriving at the destination can be a surprise bonus.  

The importance of this relation of entropy and information comes from the 

order that can come from the “noise” of that extra information. As chaos and 

complexity theory reveal, extra noise in a system can actually increase the 

complexity of a system—small fluctuations can cause the system to evolve in 

unpredictable ways. Michel Serres describes the noise in any message, so 

unwanted by most disciplines, not simply as extra information from the 

environment, but also as “activity of the subsystems.” So a text produces a 

message and some noise, and the observer receives all of that information and 

can evaluate it according to what the sender wanted, but also in terms of what 

the sender did not intend to be transmitted—the activity of the subsystems. 

Essentially, this is my model for studying re-narrativizations. New 

narrativizations of presupposed events from a prior narrative take the 

information from that first narrative, but in altering its events (or sequence of 

events), its mode or medium, or the context into which it is produced, the new 

narrativization alters the message. It might emphasize what might have been 

considered marginal and suppress what might have been considered essential 

in the first narrative. Let’s turn to The Valley of Fear, then, to examine how 

Doyle’s struggle with Irish nationalism and British imperialism—omnipresent 

but relatively marginal and ambivalent in his writing—resurfaces in the work’s 

re-narrativizations. 

Ultimately, although this is not altogether apparent at first, Doyle’s Valley of 

Fear is an adaptation of a number of events concerning Fenian activity from the 

1860s through to the 1880s. In the novel, Holmes and Watson decode a letter 



from an informing henchman of Moriarty, revealing danger for one John 

Douglas of Birlstone, after which they are coincidentally called upon by 

Scotland Yard to solve the apparent shotgun murder of Douglas by a home 

invader. Holmes and Watson go to Birlstone Manor in Sussex and try to make 

sense of Douglas’s mysterious life, including a past in America that has 

haunted him. Holmes reveals that the murdered man is actually the intruder, 

and furthermore that Douglas is hiding in the house. Douglas comes out of 

hiding, revealing himself to be Birdy Edwards. In the second half of the novel, 

we read Douglas’s story, concerning a counterfeiter and member of the Ancient 

Order of Freeman who joins a gang called the Scowrers, members all of the 

same order. At the end of the section, the mysterious man reveals himself to be 

Birdy Edwards, a Pinkerton agent sent by the railroad companies to inform on 

the gang and bring them to justice. The novel concludes with news that 

Douglas, on the run from future avenging attacks by the Scowrers, has been 

lost overboard while sailing to South Africa, presumably by the orders of 

Moriarty, who has had an enigmatic connection with the Scowrers. 

Although the Fenian undertones are probably not immediately apparent, for 

readers at the time, the parallels to the 1914–15 Home Rule conflicts would 

have been as readily apparent as those in fiction set during the 1980s Soviet–

Afghan conflict would be to contemporary Americans embroiled in ongoing 

conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. For his Scowrers, Doyle drew on the poorly 

understood, woefully misrepresented, and partly mythic group of 

Pennsylvania miners called the Molly Maguires. Kevin Kenny, the preeminent 

historian of the Molly Maguires, says emphatically, “Virtually everything we 

know about the Molly Maguires is based on accounts left by others, and these 

accounts are almost invariably hostile. The Mollies themselves left no evidence 

of their existence except for a few confessions tailored to the needs of the 

prosecution at the trials” (27). Nevertheless, over the course of the twentieth 



century, one narrative remained dominant: the Mollies were a vengeful group 

of evil Irishmen who terrorized the anthracite coal region of Pennsylvania for 

twenty years until a Pinkerton detective (James McParlan) infiltrated them and 

brought them to justice. Kenny concludes in his study Making Sense of the Molly 

Maguires that in fact the notion of a group called the Mollies was largely a way 

for the region to define a “sustained but sporadic pattern of Irish collective 

violence” during the 1860s and 1870s (285). Thus, although some kind of 

vigilante group warring against the coal owners did exist, and they called 

themselves the Molly Maguires, nearly all particulars of the group (including 

their organization and planning) remain uncertain. 

What we can conclude, as Kevin Kenny relates, is that the same problems that 

plagued the Irish in Britain, followed them to America. Many immigrants of 

Anglophonic origin came to America in the nineteenth century looking for 

escape from Old World woes, either agricultural, economic, political, or 

religious—or in the case of the Irish Potato Famine, all four. But the Irish 

especially would find little different in the New World. Catherine Wynne 

points out, “Absentee landlords were replaced by absentee mine owners; 

wages were equally low; and workers were often compelled to shop in the 

company store, where prices were exorbitantly high” (39). Since a variety of 

laws in Ireland had severely restricted the rights of Catholics for generations, 

the Welsh and English immigrants tended to be more skilled and from better 

economic circumstances. In the Pennsylvania coal mines, the Irish started out 

at the bottom again, and “all the past hatreds and slights came welling up 

again, and the mining patches were quickly divided, physically and socially, 

along ethnic lines” (Broehl 85). For Irish immigrants, the United States (a 

former British colony, but effectively ruled with an entrenched aristocratic, 

Protestant British hierarchy) was simultaneous a present promise of the 



eventual end of colonial oppression even as it was a present reminder of it. 

Readers of The Strand were treated to a chapter or two of The Valley of Fear once 

a month from September 1914 to May 1915, and the latter half of those 

installments were solely a narrative of Jack McMurdo joining the Scowrers in 

Pennsylvania, with only the final chapter revealing that McMurdo was a 

Pinkerton agent (Birdy Edwards). In fact, it is only in that final chapter that the 

reader knows for sure precisely why the Scowrers have been pursuing 

Douglas, even to Birlstone. The way Doyle shapes the narrative in terms of 

focus and framing is extremely important considering the tense context in 

which he wrote and published his story of Fenianism. While much of the first 

part (“The Tragedy at Birlstone”) is an intriguing locked-room mystery in its 

own right, the Moriarty prelude and the Douglas-revelation postlude within it 

suggest that readers should consider it mainly within the context of a secret, 

international Irish organization. Only three of the total fourteen chapters do not 

directly concern Moriarty and his Fenian criminal organization, focusing 

instead on Holmes’s solution to the murder. Doyle (or, more interestingly, 

Watson) takes great pains to construct a story that consistently draws itself 

away from the murder that is the reason for Holmes’s involvement, and 

instead gives distanced narration of events a number of readers would have 

recognized, for the history of the Molly Maguires was well-known across the 

British Empire. For instance, Molly Maguire allusions were so easily referenced 

that in March 1913 even the New Zealand Ashburton Guardian could run an 

article on the All-for-Ireland League’s (AFIL) reception of the recent Home 

Rule bill, in which AFIL founder William O’Brien called it, “rotten, beggarly 

and unworkable, giving not the Grattan Parliament, but a Molly Maguire 

shebeen house.”4 

So who controls the Mollies story and how is it mediated? The history of Molly 



Maguire narrativizations, particularly within Valley of Fear re-narrativizations, 

suggests a variety of answers. Even within Doyle’s own Valley of Fear, the 

answer of who is telling the Scowrers’ story not immediately evident. At the 

conclusion of the first part, Douglas hands Watson a manuscript that he has 

been writing while in hiding. Presumably, it is some version of this document, 

mediated through Watson, which the reader receives in the second part of the 

novel. But contextual knowledge of the Molly Maguires in Pennsylvania casts 

serious doubt not only on who is controlling the Scowrer narrative, but why. 

When Douglas is called out by Holmes, he is ready for his revelation. “I have 

been cooped up two days,” he says, “and I’ve spent the daylight hours…in 

putting the thing into words” (517). Why is he ready to hand over a long 

narrative of his past when he was hoping to escape detection? When he comes 

out, he immediately locates Watson and tells him, “I’ve heard of you.... You’re 

the historian of this bunch,” and proceeds to give him his manuscript, 

instructing him, “Tell it your own way, but there are the facts, and you can’t 

miss the public so long as you have those.” In light of the history of the Molly 

Maguires, however, this is problematic. As has come to light over more than a 

century of scholarship, the Pennsylvania Molly Maguires were only known 

through information passed along by the suspect McParlan. Likewise, 

Edwards/McMurdo/Douglas is the only source of information on the 

Scowrers, and he clearly understands that Watson has the power to inform the 

public at large. By representing Douglas through semi-fictional narration, 

Watson can add credence to Douglas’s unverified story. And it is Watson who 

tells the story; as he declares, 

I…ask you to come away with me for a time… I wish you to 

journey back some twenty years in time…that I may lay before 

you a singular and a terrible narrative—so singular and so terrible 



that you may find it hard to believe that, even as I tell it, even so 

did it occur. Do not think I intrude one story before another is 

finished. As you read on you will find that this is not so. And 

when I have detailed those distant events…we shall meet once 

more in those rooms in Baker Street… (520) 

Watson declares no less than six times that he is bringing the tale to the reader. 

This point has often been missed over the years when readers think (as occurs 

in A Study in Scarlet) that the narration suddenly switches from Watson’s first-

person account to third-person omniscience. 

At this point, questions of rhetorical intention fade away to guesswork. It has 

historically been very difficult to determine where Doyle ends and Watson 

begins, to no small irritation to Doyle, and it is no less trouble in The Valley of 

Fear. But as Douglas suggests, it is Watson who very likely tells it his own way 

using Douglas’s account. If this is the case, Watson peculiarly abandons his 

first-person confessional mode and even removes Douglas’s agency. But when 

the reader is drawn back to 1875, this move is not made explicitly clear. The 

reader supposes some privileged information will be given about Douglas. The 

reader further supposes Douglas will appear as a person named Douglas. But 

neither of these are true of the second-part narrative: the narrator tells the 

reader to be concerned with a young man (only named Jack McMurdo when he 

speaks it), and never ventures into his thought process. Watson easily could 

have related what Douglas likely wrote about his own thoughts, or at least told 

the reader that the traveler in the very beginning is Douglas, only under an 

assumed name. As it is written, Watson only obliquely communicates to the 

reader that McMurdo is Douglas when he says that “McMurdo, the self-

confessed fugitive from justice, took up his abode under the roof of the 

Shafters, the first step which was to lead to so long and dark a train of events, 



ending in a far distant land” (526). But the reader does not know of his 

connection for sure. 

Instead, the reader is forced to wonder if McMurdo is actually Douglas, or at 

least wonder how McMurdo might be important to Douglas’s problem with 

some group of men who “have good cause to hate” him (518). Indeed, even if 

the reader guesses early that McMurdo is Douglas and that the men who want 

him dead are the Scowrers, it remains unclear until the very last chapter why 

they want him dead. During the entirety of the Scowrers part, McMurdo 

appears to be entirely within the gang. He plots with them, suggests murder, 

and defends them against the accusations of his host (Old Shafter). The effect of 

this narrative focus is to severely distance the reader from identification with 

McMurdo and to induce distrust of his actions.  

Reflecting historically, this narrative framing tack suggests how Doyle’s novel 

defamiliarizes the only received written narrative of the Molly Maguires, Allan 

Pinkerton’s The Molly Maguires and the Detectives, which also acted as the source 

of the second part of the novel (Baring-Gould 521n56). In his adaptation of the 

events Pinkerton and McParlan popularized, Doyle keeps a distinct narrative 

focus from their one-sided, insider account. Throughout Pinkerton’s story, 

whenever McParlan is dealing with the Mollies, the reader is reminded that he 

is tricking them. For instance, when others speak disparagingly of the Mollies, 

he keeps quiet; the narrator explains, “The detective was paving way for future 

work, and would say nothing against the Mollies” (Pinkerton 51). Instead of 

detailing the physical and mental process of Douglas’s infiltration of the 

Scowrers, however, Doyle focuses the reader’s attention on how a person 

would actually be pulled into such a gang, allowing the reader to experience 

the ambiguity of acting in complicity with them (as McParlan did). 

By far the most intertextually engaging adaptation of The Valley of Fear is the 



1997 BBC 4 production helmed by Bert Coules. Coules approached the BBC 

radio drama department in 1987 to adapt The Hound of the Baskervilles, and 

following its success, he produced versions of A Study in Scarlet and The Sign of 

the Four. In 1990, Coules and the BBC launched into adapting the entire canon, 

beginning with “A Scandal in Bohemia.” They adapted all of the canonical 

stories and concluded with The Valley of Fear. Coules’s Valley of Fear is a bold 

and thoroughly intriguing adaptation of a familiar tale by virtue of its reliance 

on using the full narrative from which it draws, while also radically shifting 

how the events are arranged. Instead of completely separating the Birlstone 

and Scowrer events (by focusing on one and then the other), Coules 

intersperses them. Thus, while he still mostly follows Doyle’s arrangement of 

the individual scenes within those separate narrative arcs, they play out 

juxtaposed with one another, moving consistently back and forth. More 

interestingly, Coules’s depiction of the events in Pennsylvania is unlike any 

other adaptation. While some other adaptations have almost begrudgingly 

depicted the Scowrer events, slowly limiting its narrative control and attention, 

Coules’s radio play begins with them and gives them extra narrative material 

in a way usually reserved for Holmes’s section of the plot. Additionally, within 

the first half, the narrative focuses much more time on the Pennsylvania events 

(which often take upwards of three or four minutes) than on Holmes’s 

detection (which frequently lasts about a minute). The Scowrer scenes are 

elaborately depicted with a full cast of characters speaking in thick Irish 

brogue, much of the narration from the novel making its way into a voiceover. 

The focus on this part of the events owes something to its relative absence 

elsewhere in Holmes adaptations. After a number of re-narrativizations, 

information that has remained noise for so long will finally come to the fore. 

The radio adaptation also intensifies the dubiousness of McMurdo’s role with 

the Scowrers. While Doyle’s Scowrer narration comes from Douglas, the events 



of Vermissa Valley in the BBC adaptation come from an initially unidentifiable 

narrator who speaks with some narrative distance. This shift in narrative has 

interesting consequences since the connection between the Irish-American 

miners and Holmes in the radio version is unclear for much of the radio-play. 

Not only does the audience have no real knowledge of who Douglas is or even 

what happened to him until close to halfway into the entire adaptation, 

McMurdo appears to be an intensely charismatic Irishman fallen in so deep 

with a murderous gang that he kills an entire family by blowing up their house 

at the very end of the first part, laughing manically afterward. Absolutely no 

explicit connection between the Scowrers and the Birlstone murder is known 

until about an hour into the whole program. 

Of course, the suspense is sorted out. By the end of the second part, the crime 

has been solved, Douglas has been outed, and the listener discovers that 

Watson has indeed written up all of the preceding material, including the 

events with the Scowrers. In the concluding minutes of the program, Coules 

adds a number of definitive, interesting closures to the script that were left 

ambiguous in Doyle’s novel, an illustration of the power of marginalizing 

information as silence or noise. First, since Douglas has given Watson his 

manuscript, and the audience later hears him typing it up with Holmes looking 

on, Watson’s response to Holmes’s question (“Not using Douglas’s own 

words?”) is, “More or less.” The degree of intrusion by Watson is completely 

left up to the reader in Doyle’s account. Not so here. Second, as Watson types 

up the ending, commenting on how satisfactory it all is that the murder was 

self-defense and Douglas got off with a minor warning, Holmes reads that 

Douglas has been lost overboard on his trip to South Africa. In his subsequent 

discussion with Watson, Holmes answers a number of lingering questions 

about Moriarty’s involvement when Watson declares that he just doesn’t “see 

how he could be connected to all this.” In Holmes’s answer and further 



discussion with Watson, he closes another interpretative gap left open by 

Doyle’s novel: 

 “The Scowrers needed someone to track down Douglas for 

them.”  

“This Moriarty can be hired?”  

“Yes, he’s a consultant! His services can be bought just like any 

other consultant’s!” 

“But even if you’re right, the Scowrers had their own assassin. 

Moriarty wasn’t employed to kill Douglas.”  

“Maybe not. But his power rests on his reputation. He can’t afford 

to be linked to a failure…”  

“Dear God. And so he murdered him.”  

“With my help.”  

“What?!”  

“I killed Jack Douglas as surely as if I pushed him myself.”  

“No! That is utter nonsense!”  

“His plan was a good one. [The Scotland Yard detectives] Mason 

and Mac would have accepted things at face value, Douglas’s 

death would have been reported, and that would have been an 

end to it, if I hadn’t insisted on solving the case. Another triumph 

for Sherlock Holmes!” 

In Doyle’s novel, the link between Moriarty and the Scowrers is unknown, but 



there are a number of indications that they must have been connected even 

before the Douglas affair. In any case, Holmes is right, of course, about his 

involvement. In previous narrativizations—such as the 1935 film Triumph of 

Sherlock Holmes or the 1962 film Sherlock Holmes and the Deadly Necklace—

Douglas’s death is covered over, replaced by Holmes’s triumph over Moriarty. 

This adaptation not only returns to Doyle’s Fenian allusion in Douglas’s 

“accidental” death off the coast of South Africa, it presses to answer the 

question raised by so many previous adaptations’ erasure of it: why did 

Holmes seem to knowingly send Douglas off to his death? Given his 

precautions about Moriarty in “The Final Problem,” Holmes’s decision in 

Doyle’s The Valley of Fear to allow Douglas’s survival to be revealed seems to 

indicate he is intentionally sending Douglas off to his death. 

Coules’s adaptation of The Valley of Fear engages consistently and deeply with a 

number of discursive gaps and conflicts that Doyle’s novel and its re-

narrativizations ultimately accentuated by ignoring them for so long. It thus 

exemplifies the critiquing potential for adaptation to emphasize the noise of a 

prior narrative in a way that highlights some serious problems with that 

narrative. While the Molly Maguires lived decidedly outside the official 

narrative of the United States, and while their story was told by an unethical 

alliance of private industry (with its own profit motives) and the law (relying 

directly and often solely on the word of that private industry), consistent 

adaptations of that narrative, however twisted and oriented elsewhere, have 

gradually placed significant emphasis on the very silence of their self-

representation until their depiction moved perceptibly to the forefront. 
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 1 I define “narrativization” as the selection of 

certain events that transpire as a determined 

sequence with a concern. “Re-narrativizations” 

are thus some combined variation of the selection, 

events, sequence, or concern. A “narrative” is 

distinguished from “narrativization” by standing 

for the physical discourse (be it textual, filmic, 

etc.) that represents a narrativization. The term 

“adaptation” can be used somewhat 

interchangeably, although some re-

narrativizations (such as Pride and Prejudice and 
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Zombies) may not be considered adaptations, per 

se. 

 2 Doyle’s “colonial heritage” should be no secret. 

He discussed openly in his 1924 autobiography 

Memories and Adventures that he was of complex 

Irish lineage—that is, he hailed from both Irish 

and Anglican roots—although born and raised in 

Edinburgh. But as I have already noted, Doyle’s 

association with the Golden Age mystery, along 

with his own imperialist sympathies, have largely 

obscured this legacy. 

 3 Although no one knows precisely why he did it, 

by 1875, when he left high school for college in 

Edinburgh, Doyle began using Conan Doyle as 

his surname. 

 4 The “Grattan Parliament” refers to the late-

eighteenth-century Irish patriot Henry Grattan 

who, while initially moderate in his stance on 

Irish–British relations, strongly opposed the 1800 

Act of Union and became an icon of early Irish 

patriotism, and the namesake of the nineteenth-

century Irish Patriot Party (nicknamed “Grattan’s 

Patriots”). 


