
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
Author

Creator of Sherlock Holmes
Unveiling of the blue plaque at Undershaw,

Hindhead

5.00pm
Friday 9 September 2016

Hosted by The DFN Charitable Foundation



Arthur Conan Doyle: early life

Conan Doyle was a man of high curiosity, keen intellect, humour and a good all-
rounder. Throughout his life, he challenged established views and was driven by a
strong sense of social jus�ce. He was, of course, also a good storyteller!

Many of these characteris�cs can be traced to a not en�rely easy childhood.

Born in 1859 in Edinburgh, his extended family were prosperous Irish Catholics, but
his parents had li�le money, and his father, 
a�er failing to cement a modestly successful 
ar�s�c career, became a chronic alcoholic.

In contrast, his well-educated mother, herself
an accomplished storyteller, became was a
strong source of stability during his childhood
and adolescence.

When he was nine years old, a wealthy uncle
intervened into this domes�c situa�on and paid 
for Arthur to board at Stonyhurst Jesuit college
in England, where he spent the next seven
years.

He later wrote of the bigotry of his teachers and
his loathing for the endemic corporal punish-
ment at the school, and this no doubt contrib-
uted to his agnos�cism, later passion for chal-
lenging conven�on, and a strong sense of social 
jus�ce. When in later life he searched for a sense of spirituality, it was not through 
the Chris�an Church.

It would however be wrong to paint a picture of an unhappy childhood. Throughout
his days at boarding school, he was in regular correspondence with his mother, who
was a strong emo�onal bedrock un�l her death. He excelled at sport, and was al-
ready an accomplished storyteller: edi�ng the school paper and wri�ng stories for 
the school magazine.

Leaving school shortly a�er his seventeenth birthday, one of his first ac�ons as a 
young adult was to sign the papers commi�ng his father to a luna�c asylum.

Mary Foley Doyle: Conan
Doyle’s mother



A�er Stonyhurst, he spent a year in another Jesuit school in Austria, and it was here 
that he discovered the works of Edgar Allan Poe that would influence his wri�ngs. 

Influenced by his mother’s lodger (and some suspect, lover) Dr. Bryan Waller, a year 
later he enrolled at Edinburgh University to study medicine.

While a medical student, he maintained his interest in wri�ng, and also befriended 
two other future famous writers, JM Barrie and Robert Louis Stevenson. Two years
into his studies, he was successful in having a short story published by an Edinburgh
magazine called Chambers Journal and this was followed quickly by a second short
story published in The London Society.

He wrote later that, when he qualified as a doctor in 1880 at the age of 21, he was ' 
licensed to kill', an example of his engaging humour and also evidence that his in-
terest in storytelling was already taking precedence over his medical career.

Demonstra�ng a spirit of adventure that was to stay with 
him throughout his life, in his third year, he managed to
gain a pos�ng as the ship's surgeon on an Arc�c expedi�on, 
during which he again demonstrated his strong sense of
jus�ce, when he expressed disgust at the seal hunt that he 
witnessed.

A�er a less successful journey on board a ship to West Afri-
ca he se�led down to a more conven�onal life, establishing 

a prac�ce in Portsmouth and mar-
rying Louisa Hawkins, the sister of
one of his pa�ents, in 1885 at the 
age of 26.

Throughout this �me, he con�nued wri�ng, but it was in 
Christmas 1887 that he published A Study in Scarlet, which
introduced Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson to the world,
catapul�ng Doyle to fame, ini�ally more in the US than the 
UK.

At this stage of his life his medical prac�ce was flourishing, 
he was wri�ng successfully and shortly a�erwards his 
daughter Mary was born.

Louisa Hawkins Doyle

Beeton’s Christmas
Annual of 1887, where
“A Study in Scarlet”
was first published





The Undershaw Years 1897-1907

The story of Conan Doyle’s �me at Undershaw is inextricably linked to his wife’s 
illness and eventual death.

In 1892 Louisa gave birth to a son, Kingsley. Two years later she was diagnosed with
tuberculosis and given only months to live. Although she was in fact to live for a
further 14 years, she lived as an invalid.

Louisa's illness changed everything. The diagnosis more or less coincided with his
father's death, and Doyle was plunged into a deep depression. Nevertheless, as was
typical with him, he resolved this with frene�c ac�vity. It was also at this �me that 
he started to focus on 'life beyond the veil'. He had been interested in spiritualism
for many years and now joined The Society for Psychical Research.

Immediately following Louisa's diagnosis, he took her to Switzerland hoping that
the air would improve her health. While there he s�ll took �me to par�cipate in 
winter sports, becoming the first Bri�sh person to cross an Alpine pass in snow 
shoes.

Returning from Switzerland in the summer of 1895 he met the novelist Grant Allen,
who told him that he had also suffered from consump�on and that he had found 
the climate around Hindhead beneficial for his health. Doyle rushed to Hindhead, 
where he immediately bought a plot of land, and commissioned a friend from his
Portsmouth days, architect James Henry Ball to build Undershaw before leaving
with Louisa for Egypt. He nonetheless found �me to influence the design. The fami-
ly moved into the house in 1897. They were to live there un�l Louisa’s death in 
1906.

The conven�onal picture of Doyle during these years, no doubt influenced by his 
own autobiography is of a man dedicated to caring for his wife during her long ill-
ness. Nevertheless, he seems to have spent a considerable �me away from Under-
shaw. When the second Boer war broke out on 11 October 1899 he immediately
volunteered, but, now aged 40 was deemed a li�le flabby and unfit. Undeterred, he 
volunteered as a doctor and spent a year a�ending to soldiers more of whom were 
suffering from typhoid than war wounds. 

He penned The Great Boer War, a 500-page book, published in October 1900 and
considered by some as a masterpiece of military scholarship. Although the book
strikes an impressively impar�al tone, he did later become an apologist for the war, 



publishing The War in South Africa: its causes and conduct in 1902, in which he de-
scribed the concentra�on camps as really refugee camps that the government of 
Great Britain was duty-bound to create.

Returning to England in 1901, he decided to run for parliament in Edinburgh but
was unsuccessful. Later that year he was knighted for his services during the war
although there is some sugges�on that Edward VII, in bestowing the knighthood, 
was strongly influenced by his love of Sherlock Holmes.

I

In 1896, at the age of 37, Doyle had met 24-year-old
Jean Leckie, an encounter that he later described as
love at first sight. She was a strikingly beau�ful woman, 
with dark-blond hair and bright green eyes. She was an
intellectual, a good sportswoman as well as a trained
mezzo-soprano. He and Jean were to marry 14 months
a�er Louisa's death in 1916. Prior to this they met regu-
larly, although Doyle always insisted that the rela�on-
ship was platonic un�l a�er Louisa’s death.

Jean Leckie

Doyle knighted and appointed
Lord Lieutenant of Surrey



The Undershaw years were incredibly ac�ve in other ways. As we shall see, a num-
ber of Sherlock Holmes books were wri�en during this period, and he also wrote 
many other works. Again, a picture of frene�c ac�vity emerges: he was a keen golf-
er, keen on fast cars, hot air balloons, and also enjoyed flying in some of the early 
and presumably precarious aeroplanes of the �me.

The guest book for Undershaw, which survives in a private collec�on reveals that 
Doyle also entertained many notable house guests at Undershaw. These included
Sherlock Holmes illustrator Sidney Paget, the famous Sherlock Holmes actor William
Gille�e, and the author of Dracula, Bram Stoker. Other notable visitors included 
E.W. Hornung, J.M. Barrie, Thomas Wemyss Reid, Gordon Guggisberg, Churton Col-
lins, Virginia Woolf, and Bertram Fletcher Robinson.



Undershaw, Conan Doyle and Sherlock Holmes

It seems highly possible that Conan Doyle would not have been thrilled to have a
blue plaque unveiled in his name focusing on his crea�on of Sherlock Holmes. 

He always preferred his other wri�ngs, and stated that Sherlock Holmes “oppressed 
him, and overshadowed his other wri�ngs”. 

In 1893, only two years into his period of full-�me wri�ng, he tried to kill Holmes 
off, and in The Final Problem, Holmes and Moriarty plunge to their death. Over
20,000 subscribers to Strand magazine in which the story was serialised immediate-
ly cancelled their subscrip�ons on reading the final chapter. 

It was a�er his �me in South Africa, and his failed a�empt at elec�on to Parliament 
in 1902, doubtless feeling the need to shore up the family finances, that he returned 
to Holmes, wri�ng The Hound of the Baskervilles from Undershaw, perhaps his best-
known book.

Although it was well received as a book, and to this day remains one of the most
famous stories, when readers realised that it was essen�ally a prequel, there was an 
outcry. Doyle relented, resurrec�ng Holmes and Moriarty in The Adventure of the 
Empty House wri�en in 1905. Doyle would con�nue to write further short stories 
about Holmes un�l 1927, three years before his death.





Later years

A�er Louisa’s death, Doyle again slipped into depression, again helping to overcome 
this with concentrated ac�vity. He may have felt oppressed by Sherlock Holmes, but 
he was not averse to playing his part. He decided to take up the case of a young
man called George Edalji who had been convicted of having slashed a number of
horses and cows. He had observed that Edalji's eyesight was so poor that it was
proof the convict couldn't possibly have done the awful deed.

His successful defence of Edalji is chronicled in a recent novel Arthur and George by
Julian Barnes, published in 2010.

Doyle married Jean Leckie on 18 September 1907, and shortly therea�er the family 
moved to Windlesham in West Sussex to start a new life.

The two would have three children, and a very happy life together. It seems that the
contentment of these years, together with no doubt the financial rewards of his 
successful wri�ng led to a slowdown in his literary output although he con�nued to 
publish. A foray into playwri�ng and stage produc�ons in the years leading up to the 
First World War led to financial losses followed by increased wri�ng and the inven-
�on of another character, Professor Challenger, an an�thesis of Holmes, who be-
came very popular at the �me. 

During the First World War he was ac�ve in taking up the cause of the soldiers at 
the front, submi�ng a number of proposals for improvements to the War Office 
which seem to have principally given rise to irrita�on.



He decided to write a book called The Bri�sh Campaign in France and Flanders and
was given permission to visit the Bri�sh and French fronts. The experience shocked 
him deeply.

As for so many others the toll of the war on his family was great: he lost his son, his
brother, his two brothers-in-law and his two nephews.

A�er the war, no doubt influenced by these losses, his interest in the occult con�n-
ued to grow, and his wife also entered into this interest which became increasingly
eccentric. He was mocked by both the Clergy and the Press, but nothing deterred
him. Most of his wri�ng during this �me was focused on spiritualism, although he 
returned to Professor Challenger and Sherlock Holmes as the family finances came 
under strain.

Diagnosed with angina pectoris in the autumn of 1929, he died surrounded by his
family on 7 July 1930.

Postscript

Most biographies have portrayed Conan Doyle as a man dedicated to duty and
selfless family devo�on. 

His three children from his second marriage kept a close watch on what was wri�en 
about their father and censored material to make certain that he was shown in the
best light.

A different picture of the author, however, emerges in Out of the Shadows - The
Untold Story of Arthur Conan Doyle's First Family, wri�en in 2004 by Georgina 
Doyle, the widow of one of the writer's nephews, John.

In this book , drawing on previously unpublished le�ers and diaries, Mrs Doyle re-
counts how Doyle largely ignored the two children of his first family, encouraged by 
Jean. Kingsley died of influenza at the end of the First World War and Mary, alt-
hough she received a specific bequest of £2000 (equivalent to about £90,000 today) 
on his death, was excluded from the benefit of his literary estate.

Mary did not contest this but subsequent disputes between Jean’s children and
their spouses have led to much li�ga�on which con�nues to this day – a sad post-
script which can be a�ributed to the enduring revenue opportuni�es from Sherlock 
Holmes.



Mary and Kingsley Doyle

Pencil Sketch of Sherlock Holmes by Sydney
Paget



Undershaw

Conan Doyle engaged his friend Joseph Henry Ball (known as Henry Ball) as archi-
tect, but it is claimed that he had a hand in the design of the house himself, sketch-
ing out a plan, similar to that built, in a le�er to his mother. 

Ball was trained first in the Royal Academy Schools and then at University College, 
London. A�er serving ar�cles, he had set up his prac�ce not far from Conan Doyle's 
medical prac�ce in Southsea. 

Ball has several listed buildings to his name other than Undershaw, including 44
Wilbury Road, Brighton (Grade II), and St Agatha's Church, Portsmouth (Grade II*).

Conan Doyle had wanted a comfortable modern house to entertain family and
friends as well as to allow Louise a quiet place to rest.

The house originally included eleven bedrooms (many quite small and for servants),
a dining room that could seat 30, Conan Doyle’s study, a wood-panelled drawing
room, a billiard room, servants’ quarters, a wine cellar and a power plant to provide
electricity to the house.

The house purportedly had the first telephone in Hindhead and is certainly close to 
the old exchange building.

The two-story entrance hall apparently displayed a collec�on of swords as well as a 
series of stained glass windows (mostly s�ll present) with what Conan Doyle consid-
ered his family coat of arms.

Also in the grounds were a coach house, a miniature railway to delight his children,
and a tennis court. With Louise’s ill health in mind, the house’s main staircase was
built with shallow steps to allow her to ascend and descend with rela�ve ease, a 
feature which makes the house perfect for its new purpose as home for Stepping
Stones School. This is an idea which has been replicated in the new extension.

In his autobiography Doyle explained the idea behind the house name: “… I called it
Undershaw—a new word, I think, and yet one which described it exactly in good
Anglo-Saxon, since it stood under a hanging grove of trees.”

A�er Doyle sold the house, it was again sold in 1924, and subsequently used as a 
small country hotel and later as a restaurant. A rather ugly extension was added in
1930 to provide addi�onal rooms.



In 2004 it was purchased by a developer. Over the next 10 years’ various plans were
put forward, each facing objec�ons on account of its connec�on with Conan Doyle 
and differing views on how that connec�on should be preserved. 

Meanwhile the house con�nued to deteriorate as it sat empty and subject to ne-
glect and vandalism. Many ideas were put forward for the house but each failed,
through a combina�on of opposi�on from a number of par�es interested in Conan 
Doyle’s legacy and lack of financial support.



On 9 September 2016 the house was reborn a�er a refurbishment and enhance-
ment with a sympathe�c modern extension at a cost of in excess of £6million as the 
new home for Stepping Stones School.

 The school, having first established itself as a first class provider of care and educa-
�on for young people with hemiplegia, makes provision for children on the au�s�c 
spectrum, for  those with acute or chronic medical condi�ons, with a range of phys-
ical disabili�es and those youngsters whose mental and/or emo�onal health is at 
risk.

This was made possible through a generous dona�on from the DFN Charitable 
Founda�on and robust defence against numerous planning challenges.

The Haslemere society is proud to have supported these plans and to have the op-
portunity to unveil a blue plaque to Conan Doyle on the day of the school’s open-
ing. The society has no doubt that, if Conan Doyle can indeed see from ‘beyond the
veil’, he will share their excitement in seeing his family home again become a place
of care at the heart of the local community.



5.00pm Welcome on behalf of The Haslemere
Society and introduction to The Blue
Plaque Scheme

Jane Stopford Russell
Chairman: The Haslemere Society

5:10 pm Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Sherlock
Holmes and Undershaw

Chris Harrison: The Haslemere Society

5:25pm Unveiling the plaque

Sahran Abeysundara
Mayor of Haslemere

Unveiling the Blue Plaque
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