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The fictitious world, to which Sherlock Holmes belonged, 
 expected of him what the real world of the day expected of its 
scientists: more light and more justice. As the creation of a doc-
tor who had been soaked in the rationalist thought of the 
 period, the Holmesian cycle offers us for the first time the spec-
tacle of a hero triumphing again and again by means of logic 
and scientific method. And the hero’s prowess is as marvellous 
as the power of science, which many people hoped would lead 
to a material and spiritual improvement of the human condi-
tion, and Conan Doyle first among them.

—  Pierre Nordon,  
Conan Doyle: A Biography, 1966

For seventeen years I have met nobody here who knew me out-
side. Quite naturally I often feel I must shout “Forsaken, 
 forsaken, forsaken I am as the stones of the street.”

—  Oscar Slater, in a  
letter to his sister, 1926

I am the last and highest court of appeal in detection.

—  Sherlock Holmes,  
The Sign of Four, 1890
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

IN THE REAMS OF PUBLISHED WRITING ON SIR ARTHUR  
Conan Doyle, he is referred to variously by the surnames 

“Doyle” and “Conan Doyle.” In keeping with his biographer 
Russell Miller, who writes that his subject was “given the com-
pound surname of Conan Doyle,” I have accorded him both 
names here. (Conan Doyle’s son Adrian does likewise in his 
slender 1946 memoir of his father, The True Conan Doyle.)

In the interest of linguistic economy, I have generally chosen 
in this book to forgo honorific titles— Dr., Mr., Mrs., and so on. 
There is one regular exception: Marion Gilchrist, the eighty- 
two- year- old Glasgow woman whose murder lies at the heart 
of the story. In previous accounts of the case, including Conan 
Doyle’s, she is always “Miss Gilchrist,” and I have decided, in 
deference to her time, place, and august age, that “Miss Gil-
christ” she shall remain.

The currency conversions appearing in footnotes throughout 
this book, which translate early twentieth- century pound sterling 
values into contemporary pound sterling and contemporary U.S. 
dollars, reflect the historical inflation rate and the contemporary 
exchange rate of early 2018, when the book went to press.

A cast of characters appears on page 259, a glossary of Scot-
tish vocabulary on page 263.
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INTRODUCTION

IT WAS ONE OF THE MOST NOTORIOUS MURDERS OF ITS  
age. Galvanizing early twentieth- century Britain and before 

long the world, it involved a patrician victim, stolen diamonds, 
a transatlantic manhunt, and a cunning maidservant who knew 
far more than she could ever be persuaded to tell. It was, Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle wrote in 1912, “as brutal and callous a 
crime as has ever been recorded in those black annals in which 
the criminologist finds the materials for his study.”

But for all its dark drama, and for all the thousands of words 
Conan Doyle would write about it, the narrative of this murder 
was no work of fiction. It concerned an actual case: a killing for 
which an innocent man was pursued, tried, convicted, and 
nearly hanged. This miscarriage of justice would, in Conan 
Doyle’s words, “remain immortal in the classics of crime as the 
supreme example of official incompetence and obstinacy.” It 
would also consume him— as private investigator, public cru-
sader, and ardent nonfiction chronicler— for the last two de-
cades of his life.

The case, which has been called the Scottish Dreyfus affair, 
centered on the murder of a wealthy woman in Glasgow just 
before Christmas 1908. The next spring, Oscar Slater, a German 
Jewish gambler recently arrived in the city, was tried and con-
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xvi  I N T R O D U C T I O N

demned for the crime. His very name became so notorious that 
for years afterward the phrase “See you Oscar” was Glasgow 
rhyming slang for “See you later”— as in “See you later, Oscar 
Slater.”

But as investigations by Slater’s handful of champions would 
uncover, the Slater case was rife with judicial and prosecutorial 
misconduct, witness tampering, the suppression of exculpatory 
evidence, and the subornation of perjury. It was, Conan Doyle 
declared, a “disgraceful frame- up, in which stupidity and dis-
honesty played an equal part.” A good cop sacrificed his career 
after he voiced deep misgivings about the conduct of the inves-
tigation and trial.

In May 1909, after a jury deliberated for barely an hour, 
Oscar Slater was found guilty and sentenced to death. But amid 
public unease at the verdict, his sentence was commuted to life 
at hard labor just forty- eight hours before he was scheduled to 
mount the scaffold. For the next eighteen and a half years he 
remained imprisoned, largely forgotten, on a barren, windswept 
outcropping in the north of the country, in a place that would 
one day be known as “Scotland’s gulag”: His Majesty’s Prison 
Peterhead.

Day after day, in bone- rattling cold and blistering heat, 
Slater hewed immense blocks of granite; endured a Dickensian 
diet of bread, broth, and gruel; and often languished in solitary 
confinement. Had he passed the twenty- year mark behind bars, 
he said, he would have taken his own life.

Then, in 1927, Slater was abruptly released; his conviction 
was quashed the next year. What set these events in motion was 
a secret message he had smuggled out of prison in 1925. That 
message— an impassioned plea for help— was directed at 
Conan Doyle.

Writer, physician, worldwide luminary, champion of the 
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 I N T R O D U C T I O N  xvii

downtrodden, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had believed in Slater’s 
innocence almost from the start. Joining the case publicly in 
1912, he turned his formidable powers to the effort to free him, 
dissecting the conduct of police and prosecution with Holmes-
ian acumen. But despite his influence and energy, Conan Doyle 
wrote, “I was up against a ring of political lawyers who could 
not give away the police without also giving away themselves.” 
And so a conviction that, as one commentator remarked, rested 
on evidence so flimsy that in comparable straits “a cat would 
scarcely be whipped for stealing cream” endured for nearly two 
decades as one of the most tragically attenuated judicial farces 
of its time.

That the story did not end with Slater’s death in prison owes 
chiefly to Conan Doyle. As investigator, author, publisher, and 
backroom broker in the loftiest corridors of British power, he is 
credited with having done more than anyone else to win Slater’s 
freedom in a case that many observers deemed hopeless. “The 
Slater affair,” one of Conan Doyle’s biographers has written, 
“was to give Conan Doyle the chance to play a similar part in 
England to Zola’s intervention in the Dreyfus affair in France.”*

CONAN DOYLE REMAINS VENERATED today as a crime writer, 
but he is less well remembered as a crusader— “that paladin of 
lost causes,” as one British criminologist memorably described 
him. By the time he died in 1930, at seventy- one, he had twice 
run for Parliament (without success) and had championed a 

* In 1894, Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish captain in the French army, was arrested on a spu-
rious charge of treason amid a climate of roiling anti- Semitism. Convicted, he was 
sent to Devil’s Island, the notorious prison in French Guyana. Among his staunchest 
public supporters was the novelist Émile Zola, whose outraged open letter, 
“J’accuse . . . !,” published on the front page of a Paris newspaper in 1898, taxed the 
government with anti- Jewish bigotry and helped win Dreyfus a new trial. Dreyfus 
was pardoned in 1899 and fully exonerated in 1906.
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xviii  I N T R O D U C T I O N

string of causes, including divorce reform; the exposure of Bel-
gian atrocities in the Congo; clemency for his friend Roger 
Casement, convicted of treason; and, in his later years, incon-
gruous as it might seem for a man of such exquisite reason, the 
existence of the afterlife and the spirit world. Renowned as the 
creator of Sherlock Holmes, very likely the most famous char-
acter in Western letters, Conan Doyle was repeatedly beseeched 
by members of the public to solve real- life mysteries— deaths, 
disappearances, and the like— performing successful feats of 
amateur detection on more than one occasion.

By the time he cast his lot with Slater, Conan Doyle had 
helped right another notorious wrongful conviction, that of 
George Edalji, an Anglo- Indian lawyer imprisoned for maim-
ing livestock. Conan Doyle’s personal investigation of that case 
is the subject of a spate of nonfiction books and also inspired 
Julian Barnes’s 2005 novel, Arthur and George.

But the Slater story, though it involves homicide, remains 
less well known, perhaps because the case is more complex than 
any other Conan Doyle tackled. For one thing, it lacks the 
stainless suspect and moral absolutes that the Edalji case pre-
sented. Where George Edalji was an educated professional 
man of unimpeachable character, Oscar Slater was an affable 
Continental rascal: a habitué of music halls and gambling 
rooms and, it was alleged (though never proved), a pimp. Conan 
Doyle himself thought Slater a blackguard: “a disreputable, 
rolling- stone of a man,” he called him— seven words that speak 
volumes about the reflexive cultural assumptions of his era. In 
addition, Conan Doyle, creator of the ultra- rationalist Holmes, 
had become something of a laughingstock in the last decades of 
his life for his vigorous endorsement of spiritualism. As a result, 
press and public were inclined to regard any cause to which he 
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 I N T R O D U C T I O N  xix

attached himself, Slater’s included, with skepticism if not out-
right derision.

Yet the case was Conan Doyle’s last stand as a true- crime 
investigator, and a remarkable stand it was. The story of his long 
effort to free Slater throws into relief the singular temperament 
that let Conan Doyle light the age in which he lived: a readi-
ness to wade into battle, a sense of honor so intense that it 
trumped personal antipathies, and a talent for rational investi-
gation that far outstripped that of the police. Where today 
many wrongful convictions have been overturned through 
DNA analysis, Conan Doyle managed to free Slater with little 
more than minute observation and rigorous logic— precisely 
the kind of brainwork that had made his hero world famous.

CONAN DOYLE FOR THE DEFENCE tells a fourfold story. First, 
it is the tale of a condemned man exonerated without benefit of 
modern forensics. Second, it is a study of the singular method 
of detection that Conan Doyle used in the Holmes stories, ap-
plied by him to an actual murder. It is no accident that the man 
who saved Slater was both crime writer and doctor, for detec-
tion, like doctoring, is rooted in the art of diagnosis. That art, 
which hinges on the identification, discrimination, and inter-
pretation of barely discernible clues in order to reconstruct an 
unseen past (a skill that Holmes memorably described as the 
ability to “reason backward”), animates Conan Doyle’s ap-
proach to nearly every aspect of Slater’s case.

The diagnostic imagination that Conan Doyle brought to 
the case had been instilled in him by his medical school profes-
sor Joseph Bell, the flesh- and- blood progenitor of Sherlock 
Holmes. Bell’s tutelage would serve Conan Doyle brilliantly in 
a string of real- life mysteries, medical and criminal. “I have a 
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xx  I N T R O D U C T I O N

turn both for observation and for deduction,” Holmes tells 
Watson when they first meet. “From long habit the train of 
thoughts ran so swiftly through my mind that I arrived at the 
conclusion without being conscious of intermediate steps. There 
were such steps, however.”

And so there were, too, for Conan Doyle in the Slater case. 
His published accounts and archived letters on the subject re-
veal a modus operandi that is truly Holmesian. His method 
entailed the search for small details whose significance other 
investigators had missed, the picking apart of logical inconsis-
tencies on the part of police and prosecutors, an eye for negative 
evidence and the deep understanding of its value, and, as 
Holmes would have said, the ability to observe rather than 
merely to see. All this he would use to loosen, link by link, the 
chain of circumstantial evidence that had been tightened round 
Slater’s neck.

Third, Conan Doyle for the Defence sketches a portrait of 
Slater himself, who in the few previous accounts of the case 
has been a conspicuous absence, a cipher at the center of his 
own story. This book seeks to fill the void by drawing on the 
moving series of letters, exchanged over nearly twenty years, 
between the imprisoned Slater— in many ways an immigrant 
everyman— and three generations of his loving family in Ger-
many.

The letters yield a bittersweet bonanza. We see a thoughtful, 
soulful man struggling to hold on to his faith in a place where 
for much of the time he was the only Jew. We see a man torn 
between the need to resign himself to his fate and the need not 
to abandon hope altogether. We also see, hauntingly, a man who 
appears to be descending into madness. More haunting still is 
the fact that even after his release Slater would never see his 
family again: he had lost his German citizenship and could not 
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readily return home. But as painful as this prohibition must 
have been, in the long run it may well have saved his life.

Fourth, Conan Doyle for the Defence explores a question that 
vexed many of Slater’s advocates and which has persisted for 
more than a century: Why, when the Glasgow police knew 
within a week that Slater was innocent, did they continue to 
pursue him nearly into the grave?

The answer reveals much about the state of criminal investi-
gation at the dawn of the twentieth century: Slater’s case took 
place at a watershed moment in criminology, a state of affairs 
that ultimately worked against him. It also reveals much about 
the Victorian mindset, for the Slater story, which straddles the 
twilight of nineteenth- century gentility and the upheavals of 
twentieth- century modernity, is at its core a tale of Victorian 
morality. Though the case began in Edwardian times and ex-
tended into the Jazz Age, it is indisputably a product of what 
has been called “the long nineteenth century,” which ran to the 
outbreak of World War I and perhaps even beyond.

The period saw sweeping social developments including the 
rise of modern science and medicine, the rise of the modern 
police force, and the rise of the modern literary detective— an 
era of which Conan Doyle could not have been more supremely 
representative had he been assembled by a committee. At the 
same time it looked longingly backward, to a time when the 
war’s technologized carnage and other dubious attainments of 
science were unknown. With his simultaneous embrace of lib-
eralism and traditionalism, and his simultaneous proselytizing 
for the scientific method and for the existence of a spirit world 
that many Victorians, amid modern insecurities, had begun to 
crave, perhaps no public person embodied this Janus- headed 
era more fully than he.

As it unspooled over two decades, the Slater story encapsu-
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lated much that was commendable about the ethos of the 
period— valor, fair play, and fealty to scientific reason— and 
much that was not: class bias, sexual prudery, xenophobia, na-
tionalism, and anti- Semitism. Above all, the concern with 
honor, reputation, and gentlemanly behavior that permeated 
the age would govern the conduct, noble and otherwise, of 
many actors in the case, Conan Doyle and Slater included. 
Their intertwined narrative culminates in 1929, when the asso-
ciation between them, an otherwise curative convergence, ends 
in what Conan Doyle called “a painful and sordid aftermath,” 
precisely over a matter of honor.

At bottom, Conan Doyle for the Defence is a story about class 
identification: those snap judgments, themselves dark diagnos-
tic instruments, that in every age are wielded to segregate “us” 
from “them.” In particular, Slater’s case is about the ways in 
which such rude taxonomies— iconographies of otherness— 
reflect the tenor of their era and the fears of its majority culture. 
As it played out, his story is also about the manner in which 
these biases can be enfranchised by legislatures and the courts.

In its confluence of Victorian passions and prejudices, the 
case endures as a remarkable double- faced mirror of its time. 
What is more (a revelation I had not anticipated when I began 
work on this book half a dozen years ago), the Slater saga, with 
its foundational tension between reason on the one hand and 
the particularly insidious brand of unreason known as ethnic 
bigotry on the other— manifest in a social practice that has 
been called “the racialization of crime”— has become every inch 
a mirror of our own age.
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PROLOGUE:  
PRIS ONER 2988

ON JANUARY 23, 1925, WILLIAM GORDON, LATELY KNOWN  
as Prisoner 2988, was released from His Majesty’s Prison 

Peterhead, a Victorian fortress on Scotland’s raw northeast 
coast. Gordon would very likely have passed into history unre-
marked except for his possession of a vital anatomical feature: 
he wore dentures. Beneath his dentures that day, furled into a 
tiny pellet with a scrap of glazed paper rolled round it to keep 
it dry, he carried an urgent note from a fellow convict. Though 
prison officials had made a thorough search of Gordon before 
releasing him, no one thought to examine his gums. And so the 
message, which would culminate nearly three years later in 
Oscar Slater’s release from life at hard labor, was spirited into 
the world.

Where earlier efforts to free Slater had been initiated by 
lawyers, this last, desperate stratagem was set in motion by 
Slater himself. He had slipped Gordon the note, written in 
pencil on a fragment of brown tissue paper, during a meeting of 
the prison debating society. A clandestine pellet like this was 
the safest means of communication between them: like most 
British prisons of its era, Peterhead maintained a regimen of 
enforced silence. Prisoners, supervised round the clock by 
armed guards, were allowed to speak to one another only in 
direct connection with their work. By 1925, Slater had already 
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xxiv  P R O L O G U E

been disciplined for talking to a fellow convict through a venti-
lator between cells.

Slater’s message, now fragile and faded, has been preserved 
in the archives of the Mitchell Library in Glasgow. Bearing 
many of the hallmarks of his idiosyncratic spelling, punctua-
tion, and syntax, it reads:

Gordon my boy, I wish you in every way the best of luck and 
if you feel inclined, then please do what you can for me. Give 
to the English public your opinion regarding me, personally 
and also in other respects. You have been for 5 years in close 
contact with me and so you are quite fit to do so.

Friend, keep out of prison but especially out of this God- 
forsaken hole. Farewell Gordon, we likely may never see us 
again, but let us live in hope, that it may be otherwise.

Your friend
Oscar Slater

P.S. Please don’t forget to write or see Connan D. . . .

That Gordon carried out Slater’s instructions can be gleaned 
from a second communication, an anonymous letter that 
reached Peterhead in mid- February. Addressed to Slater, it said:

Just a few lines to try to cheer you up. You have staunch 
friends in the outside world, who are doing their utmost for 
you so you must not lose heart. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle bids 
me say that you have all his sympathy, and all the weight of 
his interest will be put in the scale on your behalf. . . . We 
should like to get a line from you, if you are allowed to 
write. In the meantime keep up your heart & hope for the 
best, & rest assured we are doing our utmost for you.
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 P R O L O G U E  xxv

The letter, which prison officials strongly suspected came 
from Gordon, was suppressed on arrival. But though Slater did 
not know it, his anxious note had accomplished its purpose: it 
persuaded Conan Doyle, who had long sought, with immense 
energy but disheartening results, to commute his sentence, to 
take up the case one last time.

THE CRIME FOR WHICH Oscar Slater had barely escaped the 
hangman’s noose was, in the words of a late twentieth- century 
writer, “a case of murder which has frequently been described as 
without parallel in criminal history.” It was stunningly violent, 
its victim refined, wealthy, and more than slightly eccentric. 
Under pressure to solve the case, the police soon announced 
that they had a suspect: thirty- six- year- old Oscar Slater, who 
had arrived in Glasgow that year with his young French mis-
tress, nominally a music hall singer but probably a prostitute.

In the eyes of Edwardian Glasgow, Slater was in every way 
a desirable culprit. He was a foreigner— a native of Germany— 
and a Jew. His dandified, demimonde life affronted the sensi-
bilities of the age: Slater billed himself variously as a dentist 
and a dealer in precious stones but was believed to earn his 
living as a gambler. Even before the murder, the Glasgow police 
had been monitoring him in the hope of having him arrested as 
a pimp. (In the decorous diction of the times, the charge they 
sought to press was “immoral housekeeping.”)

Slater’s trial took place in Edinburgh in May 1909, with the 
case against him founded on circumstantial evidence and out-
right fabrication. “Circumstantial evidence is a very tricky 
thing,” Conan Doyle wrote. “It may seem to point very straight 
to one thing, but if you shift your own point of view a little, you 
may find it pointing in an equally uncompromising manner to 
something entirely different.” The words are Sherlock Holmes’s, 
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xxvi  P R O L O G U E

spoken in an 1891 story, “The Boscombe Valley Mystery.” They 
stand as a precise augury of the Slater affair.

The jury deliberated for seventy minutes before finding 
Slater guilty, and the judge sentenced him to hang. The pro-
nouncement had a terrible finality: there was no criminal ap-
peals court in Scotland then. (Pardons, when they were 
occasionally granted, were by prerogative of the British mon-
arch.) By the time, nearly three weeks later, that Slater’s sen-
tence was commuted to penal servitude for life, he had made 
arrangements for his own burial. Transported to Peterhead, he 
paced his tiny cell, hewed granite, and railed at his jailers for 
much of the next two decades.

IN LATE 1911 OR early 1912, Slater’s lawyers asked Conan Doyle 
to lend his support to their cause. Though he deplored Slater’s 
ungentlemanly life, Conan Doyle, a Scotsman himself, soon 
came to believe that the case was a stain on the British charac-
ter. He trained his diagnostic eye on every aspect of the crime, 
manhunt, and trial; wrote The Case of Oscar Slater, his scathing 
1912 indictment of the affair; penned a stream of letters to Brit-
ish newspapers; edited, published, and contributed a trenchant 
introduction to The Truth About Oscar Slater, the 1927 book by 
the journalist William Park; and lobbied some of the most 
powerful officials in Britain.

The reprieve came at last in November 1927. In 1928, after a 
criminal appeals court was established in Scotland— a develop-
ment brought about partly by Conan Doyle’s agitation— Slater’s 
trial was reviewed and his conviction quashed. The hearing, 
which Conan Doyle covered for a British newspaper, marked 
the only time in their long association that he and Slater met 
face- to- face. Then, after the triumphant resolution, came the 
bitter, highly public rupture.

Conan Doyle for the Defense rejig.indd   26 08/05/2018   14:17



 P R O L O G U E  xxvii

These developments form the long, painful sequel to an ex-
ceptionally strange event that occurred in Glasgow in Decem-
ber 1908, about a week before Marion Gilchrist’s death— more 
than a week before Slater even knew of her existence. Though 
the fact would not be widely known for years, Miss Gilchrist 
told at least one person that week that she knew she was going 
to be murdered.
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DIAMONDS
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Chapter 1

A FOOTFALL 

ON THE STAIR

IN GLASGOW AT THE TURN OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY,  
there lived an old lady whom few people liked. Her name 

was Marion Gilchrist, and on December 21, 1908, which was to 
be the last day of her life, Miss Gilchrist— an upright, formi-
dable, churchgoing woman of robust health and impeccable 
breeding— was a few weeks shy of her eighty- third birthday.

The city in which she lived was a vast, forbidding place of 
cobblestones, soot, and damp. Industrialization had urbanized 
Glasgow, as it had much of the Western world. Cities, their 
skies black with coal, gorged themselves on the surrounding 
countryside; suburbs sprang up to which solid middle- class 
men could return after a day at the office; and men and women 
from the country, less well- heeled than these new suburbanites, 
thronged the cities in search of work. In 1900, Glasgow’s popu-
lation of more than three- quarters of a million made it, after 
London, the second- largest city in Britain.

By the late nineteenth century, as British cities teemed with 
new inhabitants, crime rates rose and more established resi-
dents came to be afflicted with a new, urban, and distinctly 
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4  D I A M O N D S

modern anxiety. For the middle and upper classes, it centered 
acutely on the protection of property, coalescing in particular 
around city dwellers who were not members of the bourgeoisie. 
These included the working class, the poor, new immigrants, 
and Jews, all of whom were viewed increasingly as agents of 
social contagion— a threat in urgent need of containment.

Newspapers and magazines of the period couched this anx-
iety in language that turned heavily on metaphors of invasion. 
In the spring of 1909, after Slater was convicted of Miss Gil-
christ’s murder, many publications decried his arrival on British 
soil in just such terms, one likening him to a vampire, a time- 
honored pejorative applied to Jews.

“Now an alien breed has come in,” the Bailie, a respected 
Glasgow magazine, said that year. “Great Britain . . . opens her 
arms to the foreign scum . . . mole- ish blackguards are on the 
prowl in the community.” The Edinburgh Evening News wrote 
that Slater’s trial “has cast a lurid light on the dark places of our 
great cities, in which such wretches ply their calling. It shows a 
brood of alien vampires, lost to conscience, crawling in black 
depths and the basement of civilised society.”

EVEN BY THE STANDARDS of a frightened age, Marion Gil-
christ was a remarkably frightened woman. She was born in 
Glasgow on January 18, 1826, the daughter of James Gilchrist, a 
prosperous engineer. In later years, after her mother’s death, 
Miss Gilchrist, who never married, remained at home to care 
for her father. Before he died, she appears to have persuaded 
him to leave the bulk of his estate to her; as a result, she wound 
up far wealthier than any of her siblings.

Miss Gilchrist had a bevy of nieces and nephews, though 
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she seemed not to care much for them, nor they for her. “Miss 
Gilchrist was not on good terms with her relations,” her niece 
Margaret Birrell, who lived nearby, told the police after the 
murder. “Few if any visited her.”

Among the rare people with whom Miss Gilchrist enjoyed 
a warm relationship was a former maid, Maggie Galbraith Fer-
guson, and her daughter, Marion Gilchrist Ferguson, named 
for her mother’s old employer. On November 20, 1908, a month 
before she died, Miss Gilchrist altered her will. The previous 
version, which had been drawn up just six months earlier, had 
divided her estate— valued at more than £15,000* and includ-
ing jewelry, paintings, furniture, silver, and considerable cash 
reserves— among various nieces and nephews. The new will left 
the balance of the estate to Maggie and Marion Ferguson.

FOR THIRTY YEARS BEFORE her death, Miss Gilchrist had 
lived in tasteful near- solitude in a large flat at 49 West Princes 
Street, a wide avenue that dips through north- central Glasgow 
from northwest to southeast. Lined with Victorian row houses 
and long home to middle-  and upper- middle- class profession-
als, her neighborhood was at the turn of the twentieth century 
a quiet, elegant oasis. After her murder, as if to emphasize the 
exquisite inappropriateness of Miss Gilchrist as a victim, news-
paper accounts took pains to describe the gentility of her part 
of town.

Miss Gilchrist lived alone except for her maid, a twenty- 
one- year- old Scotswoman named Helen Lambie. “A likeable, 
high- spirited, superficial and unreflective girl,” as she has been 

* Equivalent to about £1.3 million, or $2 million, in today’s money.
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called, Lambie, known as Nellie, had worked for Miss Gilchrist 
for three years. By all accounts the two women got on well, but 
it is striking that a previous employer, Agnes Guthrie, described 
her as “a very good domestic worker, but most illiterate, of 
rather a low mentality, very cunning and not at all trustworthy 
in her standards.” Over the two decades that followed Miss 
Gilchrist’s murder, Lambie’s behavior suggested that she knew 
more about the crime than she would ever disclose— including, 
quite probably, the real killer’s identity.

The southeast segment of West Princes Street, where Miss 
Gilchrist’s home stood, was also called Queen’s Terrace, and 
her address was sometimes rendered as 15 Queen’s Terrace. Her 
building was a handsome three- story structure erected in 
about 1850; her flat took up the entire second story. The ground- 
floor flat (the “maindoor house,” in the Scottish parlance of the 
day) was occupied by a family of musicians named Adams: a 
mother; her grown son, Arthur; and a flock of grown daugh-
ters. Their flat had its own door onto the street, 14 Queen’s 
Terrace, which stood alongside Miss Gilchrist’s. The third- 
floor flat, directly above Miss Gilchrist’s, was, in the winter of 
1908, vacant.

To reach Miss Gilchrist’s flat, a visitor mounted a few steps 
from the pavement, passed through the street door of No. 15, 
and entered the vestibule- cum- stairwell known in Scotland as 
a “close.” Inside the close, he ascended the staircase that led to 
the upper floors, climbing a single flight to the first landing, 
where Miss Gilchrist’s front door stood. The door opened into 
a large entrance hall. To the left of the hall, its windows over-
looking West Princes Street, lay the dining room, appointed, 
like the rest of the flat, with heavy Victorian furniture and 
paintings in lavish frames. To the right was the drawing room; 
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at the rear were the kitchen, parlor, two bedrooms, and a bath-
room. Miss Gilchrist slept in the smaller of the two bedrooms, 
using the larger one as a combination spare room and dressing 
room. It was in this spare room that the drama of the Slater case 
first played out, for it was there that Miss Gilchrist stored most 
of her jewels.

For a woman of her time and class, Miss Gilchrist lived 
fairly unostentatiously except for one great indulgence: jewelry. 
Over the years she amassed an extensive collection, which in-
cluded rings set with diamonds, emeralds, and rubies; bracelets 
of gold, silver, pearl, and turquoise; pearl and diamond neck-
laces; diamond earrings; and a great deal else. She seemed to 
have a particular fondness for brooches, and her collection con-
tained a spate of them: brooches set with pearls, onyx, garnets, 
rubies, and topaz; a trio of star- shaped diamond brooches; and, 
fatefully for Slater, a crescent- shaped brooch set with diamonds. 
At her death, the collection, comprising nearly a hundred items, 
was valued at some £3,000.*

“She seldom wore her jewelry save in single pieces,” Conan 
Doyle wrote in 1912. “It was a fearful joy which she snatched 
from its possession, for she more than once expressed appre-
hension that she might be attacked and robbed.” To thwart 
robbery, Miss Gilchrist hid her jewels in curious places, forgo-
ing the safe in her parlor for the wardrobe in the spare bed-
room, where she secreted them between layers of clothing or in 
“a detachable pocket with a string on it,” as the British journal-
ist Peter Hunt wrote in his 1951 book on the case. She pinned 
other pieces behind the drapes and slipped still others into 
pockets of dresses.

* More than £250,000, or nearly $400,000, today.
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