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T H E  D I S A P P E A R A N C E  O F 
D R  M a c R E A D Y

Sherlock Holmes and I were on our way to Scotland while 
events were unfolding back in London that would draw my 
friend into the one of the darkest mysteries of his career. It was 
on the seventh of September 1942, the third year of the war, 
that we received an urgent summons from the War Office, 
calling on us to report at once to the airfield at Croydon. 
A car was waiting outside our Baker Street lodgings and 
within the hour, accompanied by a pair of hastily packed 
suitcases, we were aboard a Lancaster bomber, bound for 
the RAF base at Kinloss on the Moray Firth. 

Sitting shoulder to shoulder with Holmes on a fold-
down bench in the cargo bay, both of us huddled in our 
overcoats, I pondered the many changes that had overtaken 
us since Hitler’s invasion of Poland. Food and fuel were 
now rationed, barrage balloons dotted the skies over our 
coastal cities, and a nightly blackout was in force across the 
country. All major industrial resources had been diverted 
to the war effort and human resources had likewise been 
harnessed. I had given up my private medical practice to 
volunteer for the Emergency Hospital Service and much of 
my time was now taken up with my duties at St Thomas’s 
Hospital. Similarly, my friend Sherlock Holmes’s time was 
occupied less and less with private cases and increasingly 
with urgent calls from our beleaguered government. 
Holmes scarcely spoke a word following take-off. His 
aquiline features bore the shuttered look that told me he 
was exceptionally disgruntled, not simply on account of the 
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inevitable discomfort, but at being drawn away from his flat 
at 221b Baker Street. I had observed of late that only among 
those familiar surroundings did he seem to be at his ease.

We had both played our two very different roles in the 
Great War, and I wonder if we would have made it through 
that experience if we had known that another, perhaps more 
dreadful war lay waiting in our future. For Holmes, this 
new onslaught of hostilities represented a breakdown of 
reason itself. The world which he had bent all the powers 
of his intellect to bring to order had sunk once more into an 
unspeakable chaos that showed no sign of abating.

I could readily understand that he should choose to retreat 
into his comfortable lair, surrounded by those mementos 
of past triumphs from which he drew strength. It was to 
his credit that he would leave that familiar refuge without 
hesitation in order to serve the interests of his country. 
Nevertheless, it seemed to me that some deep matter was 
preying on his mind about which I could only speculate. I 
raised my voice above the drone of the engines in an effort 
to draw him out of himself.

‘It is a remarkable case, Holmes,’ I noted. ‘A castle occupied 
by some of the country’s leading scientists and one of them – 
a Dr MacReady – suddenly vanished into thin air, evidently 
the victim of a kidnapping. What do you suppose they can be 
working on?’

‘Doubtless some new instrument of death,’ Holmes 
murmured without looking up. ‘Our brief, of course, made 
no reference to its nature. These government departments 
are obsessed with secrecy. It lends them an exaggerated 
sense of their own importance.’

‘Well, this certainly is important,’ I persisted. ‘Clearly the 
government are concerned that the missing scientist might 
have fallen into enemy hands. And surely a mystery so 
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extraordinary will prove worthy of your deductive efforts.’
Holmes stifled a snort. ‘Watson, how often must I remind 

you that it is the extraordinary crime that invariably proves to 
be simple of solution? Unusual circumstances mean that only 
a limited number of explanations are possible. It is the small, 
prosaic crime that challenges: a purloined bicycle, a missing 
will. Such often lead to an intricacy of motive and method.’

‘And those crimes of a bizarre nature?’
‘In the end what lies behind them is frequently banal.’
Before I could pursue the point, the radio operator 

emerged from the cockpit brandishing a large thermos flask 
and two tin cups. ‘Fancy a spot of beef tea?’ he inquired.

Holmes accepted the drink but declined the further offer 
of a cheese roll. As we had been hurried out of Baker Street 
without the opportunity for breakfast, I was heartily glad 
of both, and not disposed to complain that the roll was 
slightly stale and the cheese savoured of engine oil. By the 
time I finished, Holmes had retreated back into his shell, so 
I contented myself with gazing out of the window.

Once north of the Scottish border, the landscape became 
increasingly rugged until we reached the formid-able 
ramparts of the Cairngorms. Our passage over the mountains 
was anything but smooth as the flight crew battled the 
crosswinds swirling about the peaks. The trial, however, was 
short-lived, and soon we landed safely at Kinloss.

A sleek black Daimler was parked alongside the runway. 
As we left the plane, a stolid-looking soldier in uniform 
climbed out and came to meet us.

‘Ah’m Corporal Paterson,’ he informed us. ‘Ah’ve been 
sent doon frae the castle to collect you.’

The burr in his voice told us he was a Scot, a fact 
underscored by the stag’s head insignia on his cap which 
proclaimed him a member of the Seaforth Highlanders.
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Paterson stowed our bags away in the boot before taking 
the wheel. Within minutes we were heading west along a 
narrow road with the sun-silvered waters of the Moray Firth 
glistening on our right. Sinking back in his seat, Holmes 
fished a briar pipe from his pocket and took to chewing 
the stem in silence. I decided to strike up a conversation 
with our driver in order to gain some advance information 
concerning our destination.

‘Well, corporal,’ I ventured, ‘I suppose it’s quite a privilege 
to be assigned to a prestigious project like this, given the 
importance the government obviously attach to it.’

‘Privilege?’ the soldier responded gruffly. ‘Ah’d not call 
it that, sur. Nursemaiding a gaggle o’ peely-wally eggheads 
in lab coats isnae what I jined the army for. It’s that boring, 
I sometimes wish the Jerries would parachute in to relieve 
the tedium.’

I could not help glancing involuntarily at the sky. ‘There 
surely must be some less hazardous forms of distraction. 
Golf perhaps?’

The corporal, it appeared, was not a fan of the great 
game. Instead, he spent considerable time acquainting me 
with the spectacular progress his local football team, Albion 
Rovers, had been making in the Scottish League before the 
war intervened and the army poached most of their best 
players.

Eventually I managed to redirect our conversation back 
to the subject of Castle Dunfillan. ‘I suppose the scientific 
community here are so absorbed in their work, they need 
no other entertainment. And how do you get on with them?’

‘We dinna exactly mix, ye ken,’ Paterson responded 
dourly. ‘The professor in charge – Smithers – he’s a right 
Lord Snooty, and the rest are nearly as bad – wouldna even 
lower themselves to a game o’ darts. Well, except for—’
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Abruptly he interrupted himself to brake before a barrier 
guarded by two armed soldiers of the same regiment who 
were stationed by the stone gate lodge. They scrutinised 
our papers before admitting us to the grounds of the castle, 
which were surrounded as far as the eye could see by a 
barbed wire fence eight feet high. 

We drove along a gravelled track through plantations of 
pine and sycamore. Off to our right I spotted a pool – a 
miniature loch, if I might so style it – its margins fringed 
with reeds. After a quarter of a mile the trees gave way to 
a luxuriant lawn bordered with flower beds that had been 
replanted with vegetables to serve a more utilitarian purpose. 
Nothing about our surroundings suggested the cutting edge 
of modern science, nor did Castle Dunfillan itself when it 
came into view.

It looked to be about five hundred years old, with 
battlements and towers that spoke of a time when rival 
clans launched regular raids against their neighbours and a 
laird’s home was also his fortress. The stout grey walls and 
barred windows gave one the impression of a prison rather 
than a laboratory and only the aerials protruding from the 
roof and the vehicles parked to the right of the driveway 
reassured us that we were still in the twentieth century.

I observed some soldiers armed with rifles patrolling 
the grounds, who straightened their posture and quickened 
their gait at the sight of visitors. In the distance one or two 
outbuildings were visible – a small woodshed and what 
must once have been a stable but was now in a state of 
considerable disrepair.

Corporal Paterson pulled up at the entrance and jumped 
out smartly to open the rear doors for us. As we climbed 
out, the castle’s large front doors opened and a slight, 
scholarly figure in a grey suit and bow tie came out to greet 
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us. Dwarfed by the structure behind him, he actually seemed 
to shrink as he picked his way down the worn stone steps, 
blinking in the sunshine and raising a hand to shield his 
bespectacled eyes. He gave the impression that the outdoors 
was an alien environment into which he ventured only with 
the greatest reluctance.

‘Thank goodness, you’re here,’ he greeted us. ‘I’m 
Professor Smithers, the chief scientific officer for this 
establishment. Which one of you is Sherlock Holmes?’

Holmes, I could tell, was slightly put out at not being 
recognised. ‘That would be me,’ he responded brusquely. 
‘And this is my associate, Dr Watson.’

Once we had exchanged handshakes, Smithers addressed 
himself to our driver. ‘Peterson—’ 

‘That’s Paterson, sur,’ the corporal corrected him.
‘Yes, yes, well, take the car round the back then fetch 

these gentlemen’s bags inside. The housekeeper will tell you 
where to put them. Oh, and tell Sergeant Ross the detectives 
are here.’

Without acknowledging the order, Paterson climbed back 
into the car and drove round to the rear of the building.

‘Come along, come along,’ urged the professor, leading 
the way up the well-worn stairs to the entrance. ‘We really 
must have this matter sorted out as soon as possible.’

The cavernous entrance hall echoed to our footsteps on 
the marble floor. The oak-panelled walls were hung with 
wooden shields and basket-handled swords as well as a 
handful of paintings of pipers and wild beasts. At the rear 
of the hall, Smithers ushered us into a large, well-furnished 
library. Here a group of four men gathered around us with 
the eager enthusiasm of schoolboys welcoming a visiting 
scout master.

‘Sherlock Holmes – my, my, who would have thought it?’
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‘I recognise you, Mr Holmes, from your photograph in 
the newspapers. You appear taller in person.’

‘And this must be Dr Watson, Mr Holmes’s biographer.’
‘Hardly that,’ I demurred. ‘I occasionally put pen to 

paper to share with the world some of the cases my friend 
has been reluctant to discuss with the press.’

Smithers silenced his colleagues with a cold glare and 
introduced them to us in order of seniority. Dr Westercote was 
a grey, lanky figure in tweeds. Dr Bloomhurst was younger 
with blue eyes protruding behind his thick spectacles. Dr 
Hatcher was dark and sallow and affected a neatly trimmed 
black beard. Amberson, the youngest of those present, had a 
round face surmounted by a cowlick of brown hair.

Holmes cast a keen eye over the gathering. ‘I am very 
pleased to meet you, gentlemen. So tell me, how far has your 
work on the new aerial torpedo advanced?’

Professor Smithers’ jaw dropped in such horrified 
astonishment you would have thought Holmes had sprouted 
a pair of horns and a forked tail.

‘Mr Holmes, how . . . how?’ he sputtered. ‘Has our 
security been breached?’

‘Not at all,’ Holmes assured the flustered scientist. A 
flicker of amusement touched his lips as he explained. ‘Dr 
Westercote here has spent many years initiating advances in 
submarine warfare, in particular the range-adjusted settings 
on the Navy’s latest torpedo. Dr Bloomhurst is an explosives 
expert, Dr Hatcher specialises in gyroscopic stabilisation, Dr 
Amberson is a leading authority on aero-dynamics, while 
you, Dr Smithers, specialise in magnetic guidance systems.’

He took a moment to view the obvious pleasure the 
scientists took in his acquaintance with their work, then 
added, ‘It takes no great mental leap to imagine what sort 
of secret project all of you might be engaged on. I confess 
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that I am not privy to Dr MacReady’s area of study but I 
assume, by process of elimination, that it is the development 
of a new fuel for the weapon.’

‘Why, yes,’ Westercote confirmed. ‘She is an expert in 
petrochemicals and accelerants. The ministry have clearly 
sent the right man, Mr Holmes.’

‘You said she,’ I noted. ‘Do you mean that Dr MacReady 
is a woman?’

‘Exactly so, Dr Watson – Dr Elspeth MacReady.’ Smithers 
scowled and rubbed his stomach as though plagued with 
a sudden attack of dyspepsia. ‘How I pleaded with the 
ministry not to send a woman here. She was bound to be a 
disruptive influence.’

‘In what way do you mean disruptive?’ asked Holmes in 
a carefully neutral tone.

Smithers gave a disapproving sniff. ‘She was given to 
wearing perfume and singing to herself as she worked. Of 
an evening she would insist we gather round the piano to 
enjoy the songs of Robert Burns, and on one occasion she 
even tried to enlist us all in a whist tournament. All most 
irrational and most distracting.’

He directed a minatory glare at his colleagues, all of 
whom now bore the hangdog appearance of men guilty of 
having colluded with the enemy.

‘My friend Dr Watson is better acquainted with the 
vagaries of the female nature than I,’ said Holmes, ‘yet I do 
not see how even the most extreme high spirits could cause 
a human being to vanish into thin air.’

Bloomhurst, his eyes bulging behind his spectacles, leaned 
towards us with a finger touching his lower lip, as though 
to guard his words from prying ears. ‘Professor Smithers 
confided to me once that she might be a spy inserted by the 
enemy to delay and frustrate our efforts.’
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‘Hush, Bloomhurst!’ Smithers rebuked his colleague. 
‘That was merely a jest, and spoken in confidence to boot.’

Westercote inserted his lanky frame between the two 
men. ‘Perhaps Mr Holmes would like us to acquaint him 
with the details of the crime itself?’

‘Yes, by all means let’s get on with it,’ said Smithers. 
He turned to my friend and lowered his voice ominously. 

‘Mr Holmes, there is a word which, as a scientist, I hesitate 
to use, but this whole affair is – on the surface of it – quite 
impossible.’ 
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