
FERGUS HUME 
 

Born in England and raised in New Zealand, Fergus Hume studied law at the University of Otago 

before following the path of a professional author. After starting out writing for the theatre in 

Melbourne (one of his works was a burlesque of Don Giovanni) he wrote and published his first and 

most successful novel, The Mystery of a Hansom Cab. Hume returned to England in 1888 and went on 

to write more than 130 novels, several of which were serialised in Australian newspapers and 

periodicals. 
 

The second son of Dr. James Hume, Ferguson Wright Hume was born in 

England on 8 July 1859 but grew up in New Zealand, having moved to the 

country with his parents at age three. Educated at the Otago Boys' High 

School, Dunedin, and the University of Otago, Hume immigrated to 

Australia in 1885 (the same year he was admitted to the New Zealand Bar) 

with the intention of practising law in Melbourne. While working as a 

barristers' clerk he began writing plays. One of his works known to have 

been produced was the burlesque Little Don Giovanni; Or, The Maid, the 

Masher, and the Marble Man. It was staged at St George's Hall (Melb) in 

1886 by the Amy Horton Burlesque Company. Most of his attempts to 

interest the managers of Melbourne theatres were turned down, however, 

and in the end he made the decision to turn his hand to fiction.  
 

Not knowing what to write about, 

however, he enquired of a leading 

Melbourne bookseller what style of 

book was most popular:  
 

He replied that the detective stories of Gaboriau had a large sale; and as, 

at this time, I had never even heard of this author, I bought all his works 

— eleven or thereabouts — and read them carefully. The style of these 

stories attracted me, and I determined to write a book of the same class; 

containing a mystery, a murder, and a description of low life in 

Melbourne ("Fergus Hume," ebooks@adelaide) 
 

Although set in the seedy underworld of Little Bourke Street, The Mystery of a 

Hansom Cab met with world-wide success. Hume made little financial gain, 

However, having sold the rights to London and American speculators for a 

meagre fifty pounds. It eventually became the best selling mystery novel of 

the Victorian era, author John Sutherland terming it the "most sensationally 

popular crime and detective novel of the century" (Sutherland, n. pag.). More 

than half a million copies of the book were sold during Hume's lifetime. The 

novel also reportedly inspired Arthur Conan Doyle to write A Study in Scarlet, 

which introduced the character Sherlock Holmes. Doyle has been quoted as 

remarking, however, that "Hansom Cab was a slight tale, mostly sold by 

'puffing'." 
 

In 1888, Hume left Australia for England and wrote Madame Midas during 

his voyage. He settled in England and went on to write over 140 novels, 

becoming one of the first writers to work in the mystery genre. Of the many 

publications by Fergus Hume those with Australian associations include: The 

Expedition of Captain Flick (1895), A Woman's Burden (1900), The White 

Room (1904), The Disappearing Eye (1909), Mother Mandarin (1912), Seen 

in the Shadow (1913), and The Dark Avenue (1920). Several of his novels 

were also serialised in Australian newspapers and periodicals.  
 

Hume was reputed to be deeply religious and to avoid publicity but in his 

later years he lectured at young people's clubs and debating societies. He 

died at Thundersley, Essex, on 12 July 1932 (Kirk, 444). 
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