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Charity begins at Holmes 

Don’t be fooled by the “elementary” logic of Sherlock Holmes.  A document released recently to promote Archive Awareness Campaign reveals the legacy Arthur Conan Doyle left to the cause of spiritualism.

When Conan Doyle died in 1930 the Spiritualist Alliance of London, the National Spiritual Union and The Spiritual Community were all bequeathed £100 and the Psychic College received a generous gift of £200.  The Psychic Gazette and a lengthy list of independent spiritualists were all left smaller sums of money.  This rather unusual patronage is nicely balanced by the more mundane revelations of Conan Doyle’s will.  Among the items valued in it were an Austin Landaulette, a billiard table, and shares in a tea company and in Hindhead Golf Club in Surrey.  

Conan Doyle’s will, released at The National Archives in West London, helps to build up a more complete picture of the author.  Papers from the 1920s, also held at the archive, demonstrate his conviction in the power of the supernatural and opposition to heavy-handed governance.  

In 1925 Conan Doyle took up the cause of a clairvoyant whose case was described by the prosecutor as “an ordinary squalid, vulgar case of fortune telling… which a gipsy might tell to some ignorant country girl on Epsom Downs”.  The clairvoyant, known as “Madam Estelle”, had allegedly promised a gentleman a “rich lady” whom he never met.  Conan Doyle claimed that she had been unfairly framed by two female police officers.  

He writes to the Daily Express, “Is it not time that the prosecution – or rather the persecution – of clairvoyants and mediums should cease?  The whole proceeding is repugnant to one’s sense of justice, and is foreign to the spirit of British law, which has never encouraged the “agent provocateur”.  

And handwritten on “Psychic Bookshop and Library” paper, of which Conan Doyle was proprietor, he writes to the Home Office, “Granting that the public need some protection against impostors should it not be left to the public to invoke the law?”

Lucy Fulton, who read the documents for Archive Awareness Campaign said, “This file is just the tip of the iceberg.  Many of the archives across the UK offer public access and hold information which tells us all sorts about the past.  Of course, it takes a bit of work to uncover a gem like this one, but there is a wealth of fascinating information in archives which you can discover for yourself.  And when you find a file like this it’s a thrill.  Archive Awareness Campaign aims to raise awareness of archives through publicity and special events across the UK this autumn.”

To see pages from the documents mentioned above visit www.nationalarchives.gov.uk and to find out about an archive event near you this autumn visit www.archiveawareness.com 

--- Ends ---

· Archive Awareness Campaign is run by partners the National Council on Archives, the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council and The National Archives.  For more information about Archive Awareness Campaign please visit www.archiveawareness.com or contact Lucy Fulton, Archive Awareness Campaign Officer Tel: 020 8392 5237 Email: lucy.fulton@nationalarchives.gov.uk
· The National Archives, Kew, www.nationalarchives.gov.uk has one of the largest archival collections in the world, spanning 1000 years of British history, from Domesday Book to newly released government papers. The free museum and research rooms are open to the public 6 days a week.

· Over nine million records are available to view at Kew and some, including wills, First World War Army medal cards and Second World War Seamen’s medal records are also available online at www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documentsonline 

· The Family Records Centre, Islington, which is jointly managed by The National Archives and the Office for National Statistics, holds the indexes (not the certificates themselves) for births, deaths and marriages for England and Wales from July 1837 and also copies of wills, before 1858, from the Prerogative Court of Canterbury (PCC) and some other church courts.
