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Introduction

Why would anyone want to model his or her life after someone who never existed?

That may seem like an odd way to start a book titled Success Secrets of Sherlock Holmes, but let’s face it: Many of you reading this right now are thinking the same thing. And it’s all right to be skeptical; Sherlock would certainly approve. After all, at first glance the notion seems rather ridiculous. How could reading stories about a fictional nineteenth-century British detective possibly teach us anything about achieving success in the very different—not to mention very real—twenty-first century?

The answer has a lot to do with Sherlock Holmes’s creator,  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930), a man who was, by any objective measure, a genius. Born into a large Irish family of respected artists, not only did he invent one of the most famous literary characters in history but he also single-handedly revolutionized the mystery genre itself by introducing fiendishly complex plots that baffled even the most educated readers. In Conan Doyle’s hands, the typical whodunit was transformed from a stuffy, predictable piece of fluff into a highly scientific mechanism that unfolded with clockwork-like precision. He was also prolific. In addition to the fifty-six Sherlock Holmes stories and four novels, Conan Doyle wrote more than thirty-five novels and fiction collections in virtually every genre imaginable, from science fiction to the supernatural, as well as a dozen works of nonfiction, including a history of the Boer War in South Africa.

But Conan Doyle was much more than a writer. He was an energetic, idiosyncratic intellectual whose curiosity knew no bounds. A medical doctor by training, he later became one of the first eye doctors in England when the field of ophthalmology emerged in the late nineteenth century. He sought out adventure as well, spending six months on an Arctic whaling ship as a young man and nearly meeting his death in the cold waters near the North Pole. In 1894, he taught himself to ski and was part of the first ski tour across the Alps. Later in life he became obsessed with spiritualism and the unseen  world and became one of the world’s earliest official ghost hunters, using scientific techniques to study paranormal phenomena (albeit with mixed results). He also tried his hand at real-life detective work, personally investigating two cases of wrongful conviction and saving two men from execution. His efforts exposed the shortcomings of Britain’s criminal law system and were partially responsible for the creation of the Court of Criminal Appeal in the early 1900s.

So what does all of this have to do with Sherlock Holmes—and, more importantly, your success? The answer is that Conan Doyle funneled a great deal of his real-life genius—and the brilliance of others around him—into Holmes, creating a fictional protagonist greater than the sum of his parts. Likewise, the Holmes stories are much more than mere detective stories. The best Holmes tales operate on two levels simultaneously. For instance, you can choose to read A Study in Scarlet as an entertaining adventure tale to pass the time, or you can read it not as a story at all but as a study in genius—as a kind of Victorian-era self-help manual that explains in step-by-step detail how to master your chosen field of study and accomplish the seemingly impossible. Conan Doyle didn’t just write superb mysteries, he encoded them with a series of hidden (and sometimes not-so-hidden) clues that can teach us the philosophy and mind-set we need to succeed beyond our wildest dreams—just as he did.

Whether Conan Doyle deliberately added these elements to his stories or if they flowed undetected from his subconscious onto the printed page is an open question (actually, I think it was a little of both, depending on the particular story). But there’s no arguing that the clues are there just waiting to be uncovered. This book is about helping you identify those clues and convincing you that Conan Doyle’s success principles, although more than a century old, are still vital and relevant today.

For just a moment, set aside the conventional image of Sherlock Holmes. Yes, he’s witty, intelligent, self-assured, and adventurous—all the qualities any great hero must possess. But think of him in a different way, as a kind of high-quality patchwork quilt—or, better yet, as an avatar, the literary embodiment of the best qualities of the author and his circle of accomplished friends and acquaintances. Conan Doyle moved at the highest levels of British society, and as an educated man, he came into contact with some of the greatest minds of his era. When it came time for him to create a character to star in his mysteries, he couldn’t help but borrow a few positive traits from people he knew and incorporate elements of his own personality, too. After all, if you ask a genius to write a story, chances are the final product will contain a little bit of that genius in some way. Julia Child couldn’t intentionally cook a bad meal to save her life, and as talented as Michael  Jordan was, he didn’t have it in him to purposely play a bad game of basketball. The best can’t help but be the best. This is why it makes sense to embark on a close study of Sherlock Holmes: He’s a composite fictional character built out of real material. What he did, you can do, too. Really.

If you want to understand how something works, you have to take it apart. So in Success Secrets of Sherlock Holmes, we’re going to break down the Holmes canon the way a master mechanic takes apart a classic hot rod: carefully and with a great deal of respect, mindful of the incredible amount of talent and hard work it took to put it together in the first place. Along the way, we’ll make a number of discoveries that not only will completely change the way you look at Sherlock Holmes but will also give you a brand-new set of tools to tackle the challenges and difficulties in your own life. Prepare to give up your preconceived notions about the master detective—and success—for good. Here’s a sneak peek:• Sherlock Holmes was real. Some of Holmes’s most amazing superpowers—for instance, his ability to size up a person and figure out their entire life history based on a few tiny details—weren’t made up at all. As a medical student, Conan Doyle had a professor who used to amaze his students by performing shocking feats of analysis and deductive reasoning. A patient—a total stranger—would walk  into the examining room and within seconds, the professor, who had no prior knowledge of the person, began reeling off facts: where the man was from, what he did for a living, his past medical history, and so on (more on this in Secret 4). Conan Doyle never forgot these performances, and when it came time to create Holmes, he essentially created a clone of the professor. This is great news for you and me, because it proves that Holmes’s talents aren’t unrealistic and out-of-bounds, like Superman’s ability to fly or Spider-Man’s wall-crawling prowess. If we put in the hard work up front, we too can be just as successful as Holmes.
• The principles of detection outlined in the Holmes stories are easily adaptable to almost any field of endeavor. Conan Doyle received a great deal of credit for influencing the development of modern criminology and forensic science. Law enforcement officials were so impressed by the techniques in the Sherlock Holmes stories that they implemented many of them in their own police forces around the world. However, Conan Doyle had no formal law enforcement training. He simply applied the scientific method and diagnostic principles he had learned in medical school to criminal behavior. In the same way, we can take a close look at Holmes’s techniques and methods for solving  crimes and use them to solve our own real-world challenges, whether it’s making an important career choice, grappling with a difficult business or personal decision, or simply trying to make a living doing what you love. The principles are timeless and their real-world applications are endless, regardless of whether you’re a student or a stay-at-home mom, a business executive or an orthopedic surgeon . . . or just someone who loves to read mysteries.
• Many of the principles can be put into practice immediately. Changing your outlook and becoming more Holmesian in your approach to success doesn’t require filling out complicated personality assessments or reading a stack of self-development tomes. In fact, as you’ll see shortly, many of Holmes’s most famous characteristics—attention to detail, unswerving confidence, laser-like focus—can be learned and applied by just about anyone, regardless of your age or level of education. Each chapter recommends a small, simple way you can tweak a particular attitude or habit for the better.
• The principles are timeless. The success principles outlined in this book may have been used by Conan Doyle in his stories, but he by no means invented them. They have been applied over and over again by countless people with their own real-life success stories to tell—and many of them  probably never cracked a detective book in their lives. Conan Doyle’s great contribution was to gather all of these principles into one bucket—the Sherlock Holmes stories—and let his characters show off their potential within a fictional world.






How to Use This Book 

The important thing to point out up front is that you don’t need to have any prior knowledge of Sherlock Holmes to understand or enjoy this book. Even if you’ve never read a single Holmes mystery, you’ll be able to quickly and easily follow the thread, as each chapter contains copious quotes and plot summaries from the relevant stories. But don’t worry. If you plan to read Sherlock Holmes one day—and I hope you’ll be inspired to do so—this book reveals the solutions to only a couple of the mysteries. In the meantime, you’ll learn a lot about Conan Doyle and the people who influenced his work as well as about Victorian England in general. Consider Success Secrets of Sherlock Holmes a hybrid mystery-history-literary-biography-success roadmap.

The book is made up of short, bite-size chapters ranging in length from a few paragraphs to a few pages, and it was designed with all different types of readers in mind. You can  read the book from cover to cover, of course. But if you’re a natural-born browser, feel free to skip around and choose whichever topics intrigue you the most; almost all of the chapters can be read and understood on their own.

But regardless of how you read the book, be sure to keep in mind Holmes’s maxim, as expressed in The Hound of the Baskervilles: “The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance ever observes.” The brilliance of Conan Doyle was that he realized achieving success isn’t about mastering some obscure skill or tracking down arcane, hard-to-find knowledge. The clues to success are all around us. We just have to learn how to see them.




Sherlock 101

A Few Things to Know Before You Read This Book

 

If you’re already familiar with Sherlock Holmes and Arthur Conan Doyle, feel free to skip this section. However, if you’re relatively new to the great detective, here are a few quick facts that will increase your enjoyment of this book:
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The first Sherlock Holmes tale, A Study in Scarlet, was published in London in 1887. The last collection of Holmes stories was released forty years later, in 1927.
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The majority of the stories take place in and around London.
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The earliest and most famous Holmes stories were written during the British Victorian era (1837–1901), the period of Queen Victoria’s reign. It was a time of great advancements in science and industrialism; Holmes’s embrace of the scientific method and his evidence-based, ultra-rational approach to crime solving reflect the zeitgeist of the time.
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The Holmes tales were published and often serialized in popular British magazines like the Strand. Longer stories were broken up into weekly installments, and impatient fans had no choice but to wait until the next issue appeared on the newsstand to find out what happened next.
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In creating Holmes, Conan Doyle was influenced by Edgar Allan Poe’s fictional detective, C. Auguste Dupin, who appeared in several mystery stories in the 1840s (including the famous “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and “The Purloined Letter”), and the French writer Émile Gaboriau’s famous sleuth Monsieur Lecoq.

You won’t find Holmes’s legendary quote, “Elementary, my dear Watson,” anywhere in this book. That’s because Conan Doyle never wrote it! Nevertheless, over the years it has become part of Sherlock lore. Scholars have traced the origin of the phrase to a comic novel by P. G. Wodehouse, Psmith, Journalist, published in 1915; later on it was picked up and used in several of the film adaptations of the Sherlock Holmes stories. Holmes does say “Exactly, my dear Watson” in a few stories . . . still, it’s not quite the same.
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Sherlock Holmes’s home and office was located at 221B Baker Street in London. There is a real Baker Street, but no 221B—at the time Conan Doyle invented Holmes, address numbers on Baker Street went up to only 100. However, in 1990 the 221B address was officially given to the Sherlock Holmes Museum. The museum was immediately flooded with letters written to Sherlock from fans all over the world. It received so much mail, in fact, that it appointed a special “secretary to Sherlock Holmes” to manage the postal onslaught and send out form-letter replies.

[image: 008]

More than a hundred years after his creation, Holmes is still as popular as ever. There are more than 250 active Sherlockian societies and clubs around the world and over one hundred journals, newsletters, and other periodicals devoted to Sherlock Holmes.




SECRET 1

“A Passion for Definite and Exact Knowledge”

He appears to have a passion for definite and exact knowledge.

—A STUDY IN SCARLET

 

 

 

 

 

In the very first Sherlock Holmes story, A Study in Scarlet (1887), Arthur Conan Doyle introduced readers to the master detective in a highly unusual manner. When the story begins, John Watson has just been released from the British army after serving in Afghanistan and India. He finds himself in London, desperately in need of a cheap place to live. He happens to run into an old army buddy, Stamford, who works at a local hospital. Luckily, Stamford knows someone who is looking for a roommate to go halves with him on a very nice apartment.

There’s just one problem, Stamford tells his friend. This man, a fellow named Sherlock, is a little . . . odd. He works in the hospital’s chemical laboratory and spends his days pursuing “out-of-the way knowledge.” Stamford tells Watson, “He is a little queer in his ideas—an enthusiast in some branches of science. As far as I know he is a decent fellow enough.”

Watson thinks Stamford is holding something back. He presses his old friend to tell him the truth. Stamford hesitates, then says that Holmes “appears to have a passion for definite and exact knowledge.” That doesn’t sound so bad to Watson—in fact, it seems like a rather admirable quality. But then Stamford finally lets the cat out of the bag. Holmes sometimes takes his passion too far, he tells Watson. In fact, he once caught Holmes in the hospital’s dissecting room, beating on human corpses with a stick to see how bruises are formed after death.

That’s right: The first mention of Sherlock Holmes in literary history deals with his unfortunate habit of assaulting dead bodies in the morgue. You might think that Conan Doyle threw it in for mere shock value, and it certainly grabs readers’ attention. But in fact, he based Holmes’s actions on those of a real person: the physician Sir Robert Christison, a towering figure in nineteenth-century medicine who helped shape the curriculum and philosophy of the medical school at the University of Edinburgh, where Conan Doyle studied in the late 1800s. His story can teach us a great deal about the qualities necessary to achieve real and lasting success.

Christison is credited with helping modernize the study of medicine by embracing the scientific method and encouraging rigorous experimentation and exhaustive research in the laboratory. He authored an influential treatise on the effects of poisons and toxins on the human body in 1829 when he was just thirty-two, and went on to write papers on dozens of other maladies, all while serving as a professor at Edinburgh. His dogged pursuit of accuracy and unswerving attention to detail, whether he was dealing with exotic tropical fevers or something as simple as a kidney stone, influenced an entire generation of medical doctors. “You feel that you are in the presence of a mental attitude, and of a kind of investigation, that was entirely different from those of his predecessors; and therefore, that a definite impulse is being given not only to the art, but also to the science, of medicine,” his sons wrote after his death in 1882.

Christison was for many years a professor of medical jurisprudence at Edinburgh, specializing in the intersection of medicine and criminal law. He was frequently called on to assist the authorities in solving particularly heinous crimes. One such case was that of Burke and Hare in 1828. The two men were arrested for killing at least seventeen people and selling their bodies to a doctor, who used the corpses to teach his students anatomy. In those days, legally obtained cadavers  were very hard to come by, and many doctors resorted to whatever means necessary to get the bodies they needed to teach and continue their research. Unscrupulous men like Burke and Hare were quick to capitalize on the shortage, and began providing black market bodies to physicians for a pretty penny—no questions asked.

Professor Christison was asked to examine the body of one of the victims and determine if the bruises on her body were made before or after death—a crucial question the police had to answer if they hoped to prove murder. The problem was, no one had ever compared premortem and postmortem bruises before. A completely new study was called for, and Christison threw himself at the task with characteristic fervor. He obtained (legally, of course) the bodies of a large dog as well as those of a man and a woman who had recently died, and then set about beating on them with a hammer and heavy stick at regular intervals for several hours (sound familiar?). He made careful notes on the types of bruises that appeared and how they differed from bruises made on living tissue. His analysis was instrumental in finally proving that Burke and Hare were guilty.

At another point in A Study in Scarlet, Stamford tells Watson that he wouldn’t be surprised to see Holmes take a pinch of poison himself just to understand its effects on the human body. This, too, is a sly reference to Christison, who once  famously shocked his colleagues in Edinburgh by taking a large dose of the toxic African calabar bean to experience firsthand its rather unique properties. “Being satisfied that he had taken a dangerous dose of an energetic poison, he swallowed, with characteristic readiness of resource, the shaving-water he had just been using, and thus effectually emptied his stomach,” his sons wrote. But it was too late: Christison endured several hours of weakness, giddiness, and muscular paralysis before finally recovering. However, he still got his answer. The good doctor would not be denied—and neither would Conan Doyle: As a medical student, he too experimented on himself, exploring the poisonous effects of the homeopathic herb gelsemium. He took ever larger doses and experienced “some curious physiological results” until a friend finally convinced him to quit. Undeterred, he wrote up his findings, which were eventually published in the British Medical Journal in 1879.

The fact that Conan Doyle had Holmes imitate Christison’s actions with the cadavers in his very first story was no accident. Conan Doyle had obviously been influenced by the master physician’s rigorous methods and ferocious tenacity while studying medicine at Edinburgh. Holmes engages in such bizarre behavior in A Study in Scarlet for the same reason Christison did in real life—they both had an overriding “passion for definite and exact knowledge.” Holmes wants to  know exactly how a corpse bruises—not because he has a morbid fascination with dead bodies but because it will help him achieve his goal of solving crimes and bringing criminals to justice. Knowing the degree to which bruising can occur on a corpse can help him determine when the blows were administered, corroborate witness testimony, even help identify the murderer. It doesn’t matter if other people look at him oddly or whisper behind his back; it’s important, and the new knowledge will give him an edge over criminals, so he goes after it, period. No doubt Christison felt the same way. After all, geniuses—both fictional and real—often think alike. Holmes and Christison were single-minded to the extreme. They knew what they wanted and figured out how to get it: by focusing on every aspect of their chosen occupations to the point of apparent insanity.

The same is true for your career of choice, whether it’s fashion, cartooning, Egyptian archaeology, particle physics, or auto repair. How much do you really know? Are you digging as deeply as you can? Are you living and breathing it? You don’t have to put your life on the line like Christison or sneak into morgues like Holmes. It can be as simple as seeking out more experienced professionals in your field—the people who have already made it—and offering to take them to lunch so you can pick their brains. Or do a keyword search  at an online bookstore or library website and make a list of every major book written about your field of endeavor, regardless of whether there are five or fifty—then pledge to read them all, no matter how long it takes.

But most importantly, dare to be a little extreme. If your goal is to open a chain of restaurants, then plan a weeklong vacation and visit every single chain restaurant in a hundred-mile radius of your home. Make notes on the menus, the cleanliness of the restrooms, and how many employees are manning the cash registers. Interview the managers and assistant managers. Everyone else might think you’re a lunatic for burning a week of valuable vacation time this way, but so what? Remember the image of Sherlock Holmes beating on dead bodies with a stick! There’s no such thing as going too far in your determination to be a master in your field.

In The Sign of Four, Conan Doyle further illustrates his character’s grasp of knowledge during a casual conversation with Watson:“My practice has extended recently to the Continent,” said Holmes, after a while, filling up his old brier-root pipe. “I was consulted last week by Francois Le Villard, who, as you probably know, has come rather to the front lately in the French detective service....

“He speaks as a pupil to his master,” said [Watson].

“Oh, he rates my assistance too highly,” said Sherlock Holmes, lightly. “He has considerable gifts himself. He possesses two out of the three qualities necessary for the ideal detective. He has the power of observation and that of deduction. He is only wanting in knowledge; and that may come in time. He is now translating my small works into French.”





We often confuse skill with knowledge. In fact, the two are quite different, as Holmes noted in The Sign of Four. You can have a great deal of skill in your chosen field, but if you don’t back up your skills with knowledge, you’ll never truly be a success. And here’s the good part: Knowledge isn’t that difficult to acquire, especially in the Internet age.

Throughout the Holmes canon, we find several examples of the detective’s amazing knowledge of history. I use the word amazing, but again, it was simply a matter of his having put in the time and effort to read books and newspapers. If you started running ten miles a day or lifting weights for ten hours a week, the resulting transformation of your body might also be described as amazing by your friends, but in fact, it would simply be the logical outcome of your actions. If you read deeply and intensely in your chosen field, you too will  start to amaze people with the storehouse of knowledge you’ve amassed.

Back in A Study in Scarlet, when Watson is first introduced to Holmes by his friend Stamford, Holmes has just discovered a new way of testing for the presence of human blood at a crime scene. Ecstatic, he tells the men how many cases he would have been able to solve had he invented it earlier:“There was the case of Von Bischoff at Frankfort last year. He would certainly have been hung had this test been in existence. Then there was Mason of Bradford, and the notorious Muller, and Lefevre of Montpellier, and Samson of New Orleans. I could name a score of cases in which it would have been decisive.”

“You seem to be a walking calendar of crime,” said Stamford with a laugh. “You might start a paper on those lines. Call it the ‘Police News of the Past.’”

“Very interesting reading it might be made, too,” remarked Sherlock Holmes.





Remember, though, the point of gaining knowledge isn’t simply to impress people at cocktail parties. Holmes knew that his skills at detection would be of little use if he couldn’t put them into context. For instance, if he hadn’t soaked up the  details of so many crimes, he wouldn’t have known that a new blood test would be so important. Likewise, his vast knowledge helped him focus his talents on new areas of study—because he had read so widely, he already knew about past discoveries and methods of detection, so he didn’t waste his time on reinventing the wheel. He learned from the past and used it to inform his future innovations.
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