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A Sherlock Holmes Adventure:  “his last bow”



A Last Look at  
SIR Arthur  
Conan Doyle

Arthur Conan Doyle gave up 
on Sherlock Holmes early, 
but never quite got free of 
him.  Fearing that he would 

be “identified with what [he] regarded as 
a lower stratum of literary achievement,” 
he killed his hero, but eventually had to 
acknowledge that Holmes would remain 
a part of his life forever.  

Today, Conan Doyle’s worst fears 
have been realized.  While many of 
what he considered his “nobler” works 
are still in print, most people know his 
name because of Holmes and Watson.  
Conan Doyle’s inf luence on modern 
popular culture was greater than he 
could ever have imagined, not only 

Dear Readers and Friends,
Six years ago, I conceived Discovering Dickens as a 

way to reintroduce the leisurely pleasure of Victorian 
serial reading to 21st-century readers, as well as to 
share some of Stanford Library’s fine holdings with 
friends and neighbors.  The response to the re-release 
of Great Expectations in 2002-3, A Tale of Two Cities 
in 2004, and Hard Times in 2005 was phenomenal; 
the 2006 and 2007 re-publication of Sherlock Holmes 
was greeted with even greater enthusiasm.
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through Holmes, but through the Pro-
fessor Challenger novels, such as The 
Lost World.  But most people today know 
nothing about the other side of Conan 
Doyle—the writer of historical fiction 
and heartfelt treatises on subjects he 
believed in; the crusader who fought for 
the rights of unjustly convicted prisoners, 
against colonial atrocities, for equitable 
divorce laws, and, most of all, for the rec-
ognition of spiritualism.  

There is a whole world of Sherlock 
Holmes literature to be discovered, but 
there is also much to learn about Holm-
es’s creator.  As fully-formed as he seems, 
Holmes is just one facet of the fertile 
imagination of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

I am moved and grateful that you’ve chosen to 
make this literary journey with us.  We hope that you, 
and your friends and family, have gained a deepened 
appreciation of the art of reading in a pre-electronic 
age.  We’ve certainly enjoyed bringing these timeless 
texts to you.  We must, though, say goodbye for now.

The riches of the Stanford University Library are 
far from exhausted, but at the moment our resources 
are.  We dream of beginning again, perhaps in a few 
years.  Both websites – http://discoveringdickens.
stanford.edu and http://sherlockholmes.stanford.edu 
– will remain live.  It’s been a gratifying and enriching 
few years for me; I wish you good reading, wherever 
your curiosity takes you.

Best Regards from

Linda Paulson, Associate Dean and Director, 
Master of Liberal Arts Program
Director, Discovering Sherlock Holmes

Stanford’s Sherlock Holmes Team
Stanford Continuing Studies
Stanford University Libraries
Stanford Alumni Association
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Conan Doyle in 1914, 
at the start of World 
War I.  He was 55 
years old.  From Wiki-
pedia Commons
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“His Last Bow” (1)
This is one of few stories in the Holmesian canon writ-
ten in the third person, and was intended by Conan 
Doyle as an “epilogue” to Sherlock Holmes’s career. It 
was also meant to answer a question that blindsided 
the author while he was reviewing troops at the French 
front in 1916. Taken by surprise when asked if Holmes 
was serving in the English army, he answered, “He is 
too old to serve.” Apparently, Conan Doyle rethought 
that answer, and this story is the result.

—the most terrible August in the History of the 
world. (1)
“His Last Bow” was written in 1917, during World War 
I (1914-1918). After the June 1914 assassination of 
the Archduke Francis Ferdinand, and his wife Sophie, 
by Serbian nationalists, a series of diplomatic moves 
by Austria set off a chain-reaction of power-jockeying 
that resulted in mutual declarations of war by most of 
the great powers. In the first few days of August 1914, 
Germany invaded Belgium on its way to France, and 
Russia, Turkey, and England were dragged into war by 
their alliances. The war changed the face of Europe for-
ever, resulting in the dismantling of the Austro-Hun-
garian and Ottoman Empires, the overthrow of ruling 
dynasties in Germany and Russia, and the redrawing of 
borders throughout the rest of Europe.

The war was widely greeted with nationalistic fer-
vor; many believed that Europe had become stale and 
decadent, and that the war, which was predicted to last 
just a few months, would act as a needed purge. No one 
could have foreseen the terrible destruction and loss of 
life that would result. New technologies forever changed 
the way wars were conducted. Since the last major war 
in Europe—the Franco-Prussian War in 1870-71—the 
machine gun, rapid artillery, the submarine, chemical 
warfare, and other advances had made traditional war-
fare obsolete. The chivalric image of charging cavalry 
was replaced by the horrific reality of trench warfare, in 
which the same patch of ground could be fought over for 
months, and even 
years. The can-do 
idealism with which 
Conan Doyle (and 
Holmes, at the end 
of the story) greeted 
the war ended in 
disillusionment and 
grief. Conan Doyle 
lost his brother-in-
law, two nephews, 
and his second child 
Kingsley, who died 
of pneumonia in 
October 1918 after 
being wounded on 
the Somme.

…at the foot of the great chalk cliff…. (1)
There are chalk cliffs in Sussex and Kent (e.g., the 
White Cliffs of Dover), but few chalk deposits in Essex, 
and none in northeastern Essex, where this story takes 
place. The white cliffs in Harwich are made up of lime-
stone, calcite, and ancient volcanic ash, not chalk.

“They have, for example, their insular conventions, 
which simply must be observed.” (3)
Telling this story in the third person, not in the first 
person with Watson as narrator, gives Conan Doyle li-
cense to eavesdrop on the conversation of the two Ger-
mans, and to delineate their low opinion of the Eng-
lish. In the course of this conversation, Conan Doyle 
demonstrates his opinion that the Germans grossly 
underestimate the intelligence, pluck, and tenacity of 
the English, mistaking polite reserve and adherence to 
custom for placidity.

“…our good Chancellor is a little heavy-handed in 
these matters….” (3)
Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg (1856-1921) served 
as the German Chancellor from 1909 to 1917. His pol-
icies were generally liberal, and slanted toward negotia-
tion  rather than aggression, but he allowed those who 
favored war to dominate his foreign policy. A series of 
ham-handed diplomatic mistakes on his part did not 
serve the cause of peace.  When Britain declared war 
on Germany over the German invasion of Belgium, 
whose neutrality was guaranteed by the 1839 Treaty of 
London, Bethmann Hollweg asked how Britain could 
go to war over “a scrap of paper.” 

“Of course, it is just possible that we may not have 
to go. England may leave France to her fate. We are 
sure that there is no binding treaty between them.”

“And Belgium?” He stood listening intently for the 
answer.

“Yes, and Belgium too.” (3)
On August 3, 1914, Germany declared war against 
France. It sent troops into neutral Belgium on the 
night of August 3-4, 1914, demanding the right to 
cross Belgium on its way into France. England had no 
diplomatic commitment to defend France, but it was 
obliged by an 1839 treaty to defend Belgium. Accord-
ingly, on August 4, Great Britain declared war against 
Germany. This story must take place in the first days 
of August, before it became clear what Germany would 
do, and how England would react.

“…with Mr. John Bull.” (4)
Created by John Arbuthnot in 1712, John Bull is a 

Notes and ILLUstrations

A World War I recruiting poster showing John Bull 
in much the same pose as American recruiting posters 
showed Uncle Sam. From the Wikipedia Commons



caricature representing both the English “everyman” 
and the country of England. 

“…our most Pan-Germanic Junker….” (4)
The “Pan-Germanic” movement aimed at the uni-
fication of German-speaking peoples from all over 
Europe. The “Junkers” were German’s landed gentry, 
an elite group of rich, highly influential conservatives, 
supporters of the monarchy and the military, who 
would not be likely to look kindly on England.

“…and when you get that signal-book through the  
little door on the Duke of York's steps….” (4)
The “little door” is the door to the German Embassy, 
which used to lie near the York Column, where Re-
gent Street meets The Mall.

“What! Tokay!” (4)
Imperial Tokay was a wine produced in small quanti-
ties under the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  After the 
changes wrought by World War I, it was no longer 
made. It is sad and ironic that this rare wine, a symbol 
of old-world gentility, is used to drink a farewell toast 
to the world before the war—and to one of the great-
est literary friendships—at the end of the story.

“Every last one of them—semaphore, lamp-code, 
Marconi….” (5)
“Semaphore” is a system of visual signals, usually by 
means of f lags, although lights can also be used (as 
in “lamp-code”). Two ships, or ship and shore, must 
be within visual range to use semaphore. “Marconi,” 
or radio telegraphy, can be used to transmit Morse or 
other coded signals a good deal farther.

He was a tall, gaunt man of sixty, with clear-cut fea-
tures and a small goatee beard, which gave him a gen-
eral resemblance to the caricatures of Uncle Sam. (5)
Uncle Sam is a personification of the United States. 
Cartoonists in Punch, and American cartoonist 
Thomas Nast, developed the form in which he is usu-
ally represented today. (Judging from the illustration 
in The Strand, Altamont looks more like Abraham 
Lincoln.)

“It’s me for little Holland, and the sooner the better.” (6)
Holland remained neutral during World War I, so it 
made a safe refuge for traitors.

“No other line will be safe a week from now, when 
Von Tirpitz gets to work.” (6, 8)
An admiral in the German army, Alfred von Tirpitz 
(1849-1930) was responsible for building up the 
strength of the German navy in the years before World 
War I. He especially advocated submarine warfare.

“But for your excellent driving, Watson, we should 
have been the very type of Europe under the Prussian 

juggernaut.” (8)
That is, they would have been crushed under the Ger-
man/Prussian war machine. This line was removed in 
later editions.

“…from Franz Joseph's special cellar at the Schoen-
brunn Palace.” (8)
Franz Joseph was the Austro-Hungarian Emperor 
(Austrian Emperor, 1848-1916; Hungarian King, 
1867-1916) whose uncompromising stand toward Ser-
bia after the assassination of Archduke Francis Ferdi-
nand led to the outbreak of hostilities in World War I.

The Schoenbrunn Palace was the Hapburgs’ or-
nate summer palace in Vienna, built between 1690 
and 1711.

“You can report to me to-morrow in London, Mar-
tha, at Claridge’s Hotel.” (8)
Located in London at the corner of Brook and Davies 
Streets, in the fashionable neighborhood of Mayfair, 
Claridge’s is just blocks from Park Lane and Hyde Park. 
It was founded in 1898, and is a London institution.

“…a German cruiser navigating the Solent according 
to the mine-field plans which I have furnished.” (9)
The Solent is a strait in the English Channel separat-
ing Hampshire from the Isle of Wight.

“When I say that I started my pilgrimage at Chicago, 
graduated in an Irish secret society at Buffalo, gave seri-
ous trouble to the constabulary at Skibbereen….” (9)
The “Irish secret society” could be Sinn Féin (“Our-
selves Alone”), started in the mid-19th century to 
agitate for freedom from repressive British rule, and 
later associated with the Irish Republican Army. 
Since the potato famine of the 1840s, many Irish had 
immigrated to the United States, but had continued 
to collect money and plan for Home Rule.

Skibbereen is a town in the agricultural area near 
the southernmost tip of Ireland, in County Cork.

“It was I who brought about the separation between 
Irene Adler and the late King of Bohemia when your 
cousin Heinrich was the Imperial Envoy.” (10)
This is a reference to the 1891 story “A Scandal in 
Bohemia.” Holmes, however, did not separate Irene 
Adler from the King of Bohemia; he tried, and failed, 
to recover from her a photograph of herself with the 
king. Irene Adler separated herself from the king and 
married another man.

“But it’s God’s own wind none the less, and a cleaner, 
better, stronger land will lie in the sunshine when the 
storm has cleared.” (11)
Europe after World War I was certainly a different 
land, but perhaps not a sunnier one. By some esti-
mates, 35 to 40 million people died.

Notes and ILLUstrations
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