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“His Last Bow” was first published in The Strand Magazine in September 1917.
There can be not the slightest doubt of when this story
took place, and the table shows that our chronologists
reflect this.
At the time Holmes was 60
years old and Watson 62.
Main Characters:
Von Bork, German master
spy posing as an avid
sportsman
in
England.
Martha, von Bork’s servant.
Baron von Herling, chief
secretary of the German Legation to London. “Altamont,” an anti-British IrishAmerican informant.
Notable Quotes:
The friends of Mr. Sherlock
Holmes will be glad to learn
that he is still alive and well,
though somewhat crippled
by occasional attacks of
rheumatism. He has, for
many years, lived in a small
farm upon the downs five
miles
from
Eastbourne,
where his time is divided
vided between philosophy and agriculture. During this period of rest he has rer
fused the most princely
ly offers to take up various cases, having determined that his retirement was a
permanent one. The approach of the German war caused him, however, to lay his remarkable comco
bination of intellectual and practical activity at the disposal of the government, with historical results
which are recounted in His Last Bow. Several pr
previous experiences
eriences which have lain long in my portpor
folio have been added to His Last Bow so as to complete the volume.
The Irish-American
American had entered the study and stretched his long limbs from the armchair. He was a
tall, gaunt man of sixty, with clear
clear-cut features and a small goatee beard which gave him a general
resemblance to the caricatures of Uncle Sam.
“II chose August for the word and 1914 for the figures.
figures.”

“The old sweet song. How often have I heard it in days gone by. It was a favorite ditty of the late lamented Professor Moriarty. Colonel Sebastian Moran has also been known to warble it. And yet I live
and keep bees upon the Sussex Downs.”
“Good old Watson! You are the one fixed point in a changing age. There is an east wind coming all
the same, such a wind as never blew on England yet. It will be cold and bitter, Watson, and a good
many of us may wither before its blast. 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.”
A Matter of Authorship
There always has been some controversy regarding the authorship
of this adventure. One of the reasons is that it is written in the third
person and Watson appears in it in an almost incidental manner.
Guesses as to who the hypothetical author might have been are varied. Mycroft and the Literary Agent are the two possibilities more
often put forth. I throw my lot with those Canon scholars who point
that the story was indeed written by Watson, but that he chose a
third-person format because it would be the best (and most convenient) way to tell the reader about those events that took place earlier,
and which he had not personally witnessed. The Good Doctor himself admitted to the possibility of writing about a case in the third
person when he stated in the introduction to THOR, regarding the
Great Detective’s cases, “. . . in others I was either not present or
played so small a part that they could only be told as by a third person.”
The disgruntled Irishman
Holmes could not possibly have selected a better cover to deceive von
Herling and obtain his confidence, that that of as an embittered British-hating Irish-American. In view of the often bitter relationship that
England and Ireland shared, “Altamont” was the best persona he could
have chosen.
Traditionally, the Irish had perennially been a source of concern (and
peril) for England. Not only did they plot with Spain in the 1600s, but
during the Napoleonic Wars they presented the Royal Navy with one
of its worst headaches, because a large percentage of its sailors—as well
as many officers—were Irish. During the First World War the Irish
plotted with Germany, receiving weapons and other supplies to sustain
revolt. During the replay that started in 1939, Ireland became a fairly
safe point of entry for German spies and saboteurs.
A Better World to Come
Unquestionably, Holmes was being more optimistic that practical when he referred to what would
afterwards be known as the “Great War” (this was before we began numbering them, like volumes of
an encyclopædia) as “God’s own wind.” His belief that out of all that savagery would emerge “a
cleaner, better, stronger land will lie in the sunshine when the storm has cleared,” was sadly mistaken. He could not have foreseen Part II would come after an eighteen-year truce.

By the time the horror ended on November 11, 1918, the butcher’s bill amounted to 40 million casualties. This represents an estimated 15 to 19 million deaths and about 23 million wounded military
personnel. The total number of fatalities, including civilians, will never be fully known.
It is peculiar that anyone with his keen abilities for observation and deduction, added to a profound
knowledge of mankind, would have reflected in such an optimistic manner about something that he
had to have understood would be a massively
calamitous event. The tragic Ashley Wilkes
put it best in Gone with the Wind: “Most of the
miseries of the world were caused by wars
and when the wars were over no one ever
knew what they were about.”
Considering that these words very likely
came back to haunt Holmes, it is not
farfetched to muse that the disappointing,
dislocated world that emerged after 1918 was
one of the principal reasons for his final retirement to his chemical researches and
study of bees. And if this did not provide his
keen and restless mind with sufficient activity
there was, finally, time for the production of
what he intended to be his magnum opus, The
Whole Art of Detection.
After this catastrophic war ended, it is not
farfetched to think that our sleuth may have
craved the same thing that Rhett Butler desired at the end of Gone with the Wind: “I want the outer semblance of the things I used to know . . .
the calm dignity life can have when it’s lived by gentle folks, the genial grace of days that are gone.”
Ave atque vale, Sherlock Holmes.

What else happened in 1914:
Empire
Irish Home Rule Act restores Irish Parliament.
Northern and Southern Nigeria united as
one colony.
◄ Great Britain declares war on Germany.
Egypt and Cyprus declared British protectorates.
Britain conditionally agrees to extension of
Baghdad railway to Basra.
Britain
Bank of England authorized to issue paper money in excess of statutory limit.
World
Grand Trunk Pacific Railway completed in the Unites States.

◄ The War: Archduke Franz-Ferdinand assassinated at Sarajevo.
Austria attacks Serbia. Austria and Germany at war with Russia. Germany declares war on France, invades Belgium, British declare war
on Germany and Austria. Japan declares war on Germany. Battle of
Mons begins. Russians defeated at Tannenberg. Battle of Marne begins. Craddock defeated by Graf Spee. HMAS Sydney sinks German
raider Emden. Graf Spee’s squadron destroyed at Falklands. British
capture German Togoland. ANZAC troops occupy Samoa and German New Guinea. Japanese capture Kiaochow and German North
Pacific islands. First zeppelin raid.
The United States expresses official concern for the estimated
100,000 American nationals who found themselves in Europe at the
start of the hostilities.
Confucianism declared State religion of Republican China.
Art
Edgar Rice Burroughs publishes Tarzan of the Apes, first of the Tarzan novels.
Chagall paints The Rabbi of Vitebsk.
Science and Technology
E.C Kendall, American, prepares pure thyroxin for treatment of endocrine deficiencies, particularly thyroid.
H. Shapely, American astronomer, studies period luminosity of certain
stars (Cepheid pulsation).
◄ Robert H. Goddard, American, carries out practical experiments with
rockets.
Panama Canal completed by the United States.
First single-seater fighter planes made in England.
Marconi transmits wireless telephone messages between Italian ships 50
miles apart.

Next week’s case: MAZA
Respectfully submitted,

Murray, the Courageous Orderly
(a.k.a. Alexander E. Braun)
“I should have fallen into the hands
of the murderous Ghazis had it not
been for the devotion and courage
shown by Murray, my orderly...”
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