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“The Final Problem” was first published in the December 
1893 issue of The Strand Magazine; it is part of The Memoirs 
of Sherlock Holmes. 

As reflected by the table, there can be no question that the 
date for this case is firmly settled—according to Watson, it 
is clear that Holmes came to his house on April 24, 1891, 
and that the fatal encounter (for Professor Moriarty, only, 

fortunately) took place at 
the Reichenbach Falls on 
May 4 of that same year. 

In 1891, Sherlock Holmes 
was 37 years old, and Doc-
tor John H. Watson was 39. 

 Main Characters: 

Professor James Moriarty, 
former mathematics pro-
fessor turned criminal mas-
termind—Holmes’ archen-
emy and would-be nemesis. 
Mycroft Holmes, elder 
brother of the Great Detec-
tive. Peter Steiler, landlord 
of the Englischer Hof hotel 
in Meiringen, Switzerland. 

Notable Quotes: 

 “He is the Napoleon of 
crime, Watson. He is the 
organizer of half that is evil 
and of nearly all that is un-
detected in this great city. 
He is a genius, a philoso-
pher, an abstract thinker. 
He has a brain of the first order. He sits motionless, like a spider in the center of its web, but that web 
has a thousand radiations, and he knows well every quiver of each of them.” 

“He is extremely tall and thin, his forehead domes out in a white curve, and his two eyes are deeply 
sunken in his head. He is clean-shaven, pale, and ascetic-looking, retaining something of the profes-
sor in his features. His shoulders are rounded from much study, and his face protrudes forward, and 
is forever slowly oscillating from side to side in a curiously reptilian fashion.” 
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“I think that I may go as far as to say, Watson, that I have not lived wholly in vain. If my record were 
closed to-night I could still survey it with equanimity. The air of London is the sweeter for my pres-
ence. In over a thousand cases I am not aware that I have ever used my powers upon the wrong 
side.” 

“If I have now been compelled to make a clear statement of his career, it is due to those injudicious 
champions who have endeavoured to clear his memory by attacks upon him whom I shall ever re-
gard as the best and wisest man whom I have ever known.” 

Holmes’ Financial Circumstances 

It is clear that by 1891, the agreed upon year of this adventure, Holmes was very well off financially. 
As he himself remarked to Watson, “[T]he recent cases in which I have been of assistance to the royal 
family of Scandinavia, and to the French republic, have left me in such a position that I could contin-
ue to live in the quiet fashion which is most congenial to me, and to concentrate my attention upon 
my chemical researches.” 

Consider that this comes from a thirty-one-year-old man, who is in fine health and at the height of 

his powers. Actuarial tables of the time indicate that he could have easily have expected to live almost 
35 more years. 

If he could have retired for life at that early age, he most definitely was not suffering financially. 

There are, of course, other indications pointing to the Great Detective’s economic situation. Watson 
tells us in NORW that, “A young doctor, named Verner, had purchased my small Kensington prac-
tice, and given with astonishingly little demur the highest price that I ventured to ask—an incident 



which only explained itself some years later, when I found that Verner was a distant relation of 
Holmes, and that it was my friend who had really found the money.” Our biographer also reveals 
that later Holmes was making “princely” rent payment to Mrs. Hudson, to that point that, in Wat-
son’s opinion, that he could have bought the whole house for what he paid her over the years. 

The two expenses 
mentioned above 
appear to have 
been the only ma-
jor ones that he 
made. We are not 
quite sure what his 
expenditures might 
have been during 
the Great Hiatus, 
but it is unlikely 
that they were ma-
jor ones; from what 
he told Watson in 
EMPT he does not 
appear to have 
travelled first class 
or stayed at luxury 
hotels. It is not too 
farfetched to sup-

pose that during his gallivanting around the globe his brother Mycroft assumed control of his assets 
and invested them accordingly. 

As many of us can personally attest, at the beginning of his career our sleuth found that he had a 
hard row to furrow. However, as time passed and triumphs accumulated, his reputation increased 
and brightened to the point at which he was deservedly paid “princely” fees.” In what might be de-
scribed as a moment of indignation, in THOR Holmes tells Gibson, the irate American multimillion-
aire, that “My professional charges are upon a fixed scale. I do not vary them, save when I remit 
them altogether.” Regardless of this putdown of the unpleasant millionaire there can be little doubt 
that he was well remunerated by the man—as well as others afterwards. 

About a decade after FINA, someone of his austere habits could have comfortably retired just on the 
fee he received from the Duke of Holdernesse (PRIO): £6,000 or most likely £12,000 (≈$2.3M or 
≈$4.5M). At the time, he could have invested that fee and easily gotten a return of 7%. Although no 
mention is made, nobody can doubt that the fee Holmes must have received for risking his life in sav-
ing the intolerably stupid Miss Violet de Merville from the bloody claws of Baron Grüner must have 
been equally as rewarding, seeing that it was paid by a very ILLUstrious client. 

Fortunately for us, the thrill of the hunt proved irresistible compared to the call of quiet chemical re-
search. 

Defending the Napoleon of Crime 

Watson appears to have been purposely unclear regarding the denouement of Holmes’ efforts to de-
stroy Professor Moriarty’s massive international crime organization. He tells us that although there 
were several trials of various individuals who worked for the professor, “Of their terrible chief few 
details came out during the proceeding.” This seems extremely unusual, even considering that Mori-
arty lay at the bottom of Reichenbach Falls, well-beyond the law’s reach. For the various trials (and 



sentences) to have taken place there had to have been profuse evidence introduced about the master 
mind and leader of this extraordinary crime 
empire. 

Holmes had to have had ample evidence of 
how Moriarty masterminded and executed 
sundry national and international illegal op-
erations. The professor’s escape (and that of 
Colonel Sebastian Moran) certainly did not 
prove innocence, just his skill at his criminal 
craft. This, of course, leads one to wonder 
exactly what sort of defense could have pos-
sibly been put forth by his brother: “He was 
an abused child and he loved kitties.” 

So even if Holmes was not there to testify at 
the trials, after all the facts connected with 
his investigation were made public, how 

could any defense be offered in behalf of this criminal overlord? 

Watson’s Mission 

According to Watson he decided to publish the facts of what took place between Sherlock Holmes 
and Professor Moriarty as a consequence of letters written by the Professor’s brother, Colonel James 
Moriarty, in an effort to clear his dead sibling’s memory. 

The Good Doctor’s decision is understandable. However, Watson then states that, “I alone know the 
absolute truth of the matter, and I am satisfied that the time has come when no good purpose is to be 
served by its suppression. As far as I know, 
there have been only three accounts in the 
public press: that in the Journal de Genève on 
May 6th, 1891, the Reuter’s despatch in the 
English papers on May 7th, and finally the re-
cent letters to which I have alluded.” 

This gives rise to a number of issues, all of 
them unfortunately left unanswered. Foremost 
amongst these is how could there have been so 
little press coverage of all the events that took 
place during the time alluded to by Watson? 
Holmes had woven his web around Moriarty’s 
organization with such genius that he enabled 
the official police and courts to arrest and try 
its members, ending that criminal enterprise. 
Although Moriarty’s second-in-command, Colonel Sebastian Moran, managed to escape capture this 
did not keep the rest of the gang from being arrested and charged. 

The destruction of this formidable international criminal organization, whose tentacles spread 
throughout the Continent and even to America, had to have led to more than just one “trial of the 
century.” The press—especially tabloids—back then was as hungry for sensational and lurid details 
(of which there had to have been many), and would have provided coverage down to the very last 
minor detail. As reference, especially for those of us old enough to remember, the coverage would 
have been akin to the kind Senator Kefauver’s committee’s investigations into the activities of orga-
nized crime—i.e., the Mafia—received during the early 1950s. 



Watson’s comment that during these trials, “Of their terrible chief few details came out during the 
proceeding” is also extremely puzzling; then, referring to the attempts of Moriarty’s brother to clear 
the dead criminal chieftain’s name that “the time has come when no good purpose is to be served by 
its suppression.” What exactly had been suppressed? 

Theorizing leads one into dark corridors. Was Holmes only successful in getting actionable evidence 
against the Professor himself or only 
against his minions? Were the latter to 
be true, that would partly explain the 
lack of specific press coverage about 
Moriarty’s misdeeds. 

Eventually, much against our will, we 
are drawn into even darker places. 

For example, when Moriarty paid his 
notorious visit to Holmes at 221B, he 
warned, “You hope to beat me. I tell 
you that you will never beat me. If you 
are clever enough to bring destruction 
upon me, rest assured that I shall do 
as much to you.” To which our sleuth 
replies with complete sang froid, “You 
have paid me several compliments, 
Mr. Moriarty. Let me pay you one in 
return when I say that if I were assured of the former eventuality I would, in the interests of the pub-
lic, cheerfully accept the latter.” 

So perhaps, just perhaps, although Holmes’ evidence was sufficient to destroy Moriarty’s organiza-
tion by charging its members, it may have been insufficient to directly and unequivocally implicate 
the Professor. Had that been the case, then we are faced by the possibility that, realizing he had been 
unable to gather the necessary evidence, Holmes decided that one way or another he had to rid the 
world of Moriarty. 

He did indicate that he was prepared to accept destruction in order to take Moriarty with him. 

Deep waters indeed… 

Moriarty’s Inconvenience 

Moriarty’s seeming hesitation to dispose of 
Holmes when he realized that the Great Detec-
tive was hampering his plans is peculiar. If we 
are to accept that the Professor was a mirror-
image of Sherlock Holmes, equally as intelligent 
but bent towards crime, he could not have un-
derestimated our sleuth. It is impossible to think 
that the founder and leader of such a great 
criminal organization would have been unaware 
that someone like Sherlock Holmes existed, es-
pecially since by this time, Holmes was widely 
recognized as the leading criminal investigator 
of his age. He probably would have known 
about the Great Detective well before our sleuth 
realized that there even was a James Moriarty. 



He tells Holmes, “I say, unaffectedly, that it would be a grief to me to be forced to take any extreme 
measure.” It is very likely that he, just like our sleuth, must have been thrilled by a struggle against 
someone who was his intellectual equal; it is difficult to believe, as some have suggested, that he har-
bored hopes of turning Homes to “the dark side of the Force.” 

So why wait to almost the very end instead of simply eliminating him? Why not act before things 
came to a head? A sniper, the kidnapping of Mycroft, a threat against the Watsons—any such meas-
ure like that would have kept Holmes at bay and might have prevented the downfall of his organiza-
tion. He should have taken a page out of Baron Adelbert Grüner’s book. Although his life did not 
depend on it the Baron acted in a far more logical (and direct) fashion against Holmes than did Mo-
riarty. Just as Holmes did not underestimate Moriarty, it is highly unlikely that Moriarty would have 
underestimated Holmes—so why the reticence on the professor’s side? 

Instead, he waits until the net begins to close around him. 

The Imperiled Watson 

What could have impelled Holmes to ask Watson to travel to the Continent with him? He knew that 
Moriarty was now actively 
and desperately trying to 
kill him, so why put Watson 
at risk? He could have easi-
ly have disappeared into 
some good hiding place un-
til it was time to give evi-
dence at the various trials. 
It is difficult to believe that 
he did not realize the true 
magnitude of danger of 
their situation until he 
learned that Moriarty es-
caped the police before they 
closed in on his gang. 

So why put Watson in the 
line of fire, by asking him to 
travel with him? He travels 
best who travels alone. Alt-
hough Holmes was a past 
master of disguise, it would 

have been a thorny matter to camouflage Watson. Italian priest or not, the Good Doctor had to have 
stood out like a sore thumb. 

Then again, perhaps Holmes wanted Watson as a witness when he finally disposed of Moriarty. 

Not Entirely a Success 

If one dispassionately considers the facts of this case, it is possible to argue that regardless of Holmes’ 
Homeric and well-directed efforts to thwart Moriarty and bring him to justice, it was Moriarty who 
triumphed. While Moriarty escaped Holmes, Holmes did not escape Moriarty. As our sleuth wrote to 
Watson at Reichenbach, “[Moriarty] has been giving me a sketch of the methods by which he avoided 
the English police and kept himself informed of our movements. They certainly confirm the very 
high opinion which I had formed of his abilities.” 



Holmes may have been slightly guilty of hubris by being too sure of his mental powers. When Watson 
suggests that Moriarty be arrested at the destina-
tion of his special train, the Great Detective firmly 
refuses: “It would be to ruin the work of three 
months. We should get the big fish, but the smaller 
would dart right and left out of the net. On Mon-
day we should have them all. No, an arrest is inad-
missible.” 

The opposite resulted, because while the smaller 
fish were caught, Moriarty and Colonel Sebastian 
Moran slipped the net. If one were forced to 
choose between minnows or the shark, logically the 
shark should receive all the attention—deprived of 
the head, the body dies. 

Was Holmes’ reasoning blurred by the thrill of the chase? 

What else happened in 1891: 

Empire 

Australian demands for trade protection and unification. 

Anglo-Portuguese Convention on East Africa. 

Nyasaland becomes British Protectorate. 

Behring Sea Arbitration Treaty signed. 

Anglo-Italian Agreement; spheres of influence defined in Northeast Africa. 

Indian Mint closed to silver. 

British South Africa Company granted use of port of Beira by Portugal. 

Britain 

Waterlow Park, gifted by Sir Sydney Waterlow, opens. 

Palace Theatre, Cambridge Circus, opens. 

◄ First half-tone newspaper picture published in Daily Graphic: that of 
George Lambert, Liberal parliamentary candidate. 

Steam trams discontinued. 

James Keir Hardie elected MP, first Independent Labour Party Mem-
ber. 

Brooklands Agreement. Basis for wage negotiations in cotton industry. 

Independent Labour Party newspaper, The Clarion, published. 

All elementary education to be free. 

Factory Act: no child under 11 to work in factories. 

Small Holdings Act, County Councils are empowered to purchase land 
for letting as small holdings under 50 acres. 

Serbastian Z. de Ferranti builds Deptford power station for the London Electricity Supply Corpora-
tion. 



World 

Germany develops first pension scheme. 

Boulanger commits suicide in Brussels. 

French Labor Department formed; Labor Exchanges projected. 

French fleet pays official visit to Kronstadt; Franco-Russian entente. 

Massacre of Europeans following Arab revolt in Belgian Congo. 

Plan to introduce universal military service in Holland Fails. 

Triple Alliance, Germany, Austria, Italy renewed to 1902. 

◄ Maxim Gorky urges class war in Russia. 

Law for Protection of Workers, restricted hours for German workers. 

Republican uprising in Oporto fails. 

Formation of Young Turk Movement to secure liberal reforms. Commit-
tee established at Geneva. 

Bank failures in the U.S.A. and Australia. 

Bank of Portugal suspends payments for 60 days. 

Widespread famine in Russia. 

Building of Trans-Siberian Railway commenced. 

Art 

Gaughin travels to Tahiti. 

The Little Minister, Barrie. 

The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, Arthur Conan Doyle. 

Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Hardy. 

The Light That Failed, Kipling. 

Quintessence of Ibsenism, G. B. Shaw. 

◄ Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime, Picture of Dorian Gray, Oscar Wilde. 

Le Jardin de Bérenice, Maurice Barrès. 

Les Cahiers d’Andre Walter, André Gide. 

Là-bas, Huysmans. 

Einsame Menschen, Frühlings, Frank Wedekind. 

Gösta Berling, Selma Lagerlöf. 

Man with Pipe, Card Players, Cézanne. 

Women on the Beach, Vahini with Gardenia, Paul Gauguin. 

Science and Technology 

Dewar liquefies oxygen in quantity. 

Beginnings of wireless telegraphy based on work of Clark Maxwell and Hertz. 



René Panhard, French, produces his car chassis. 

Tesla further develops his high-tension induction coil—one 
million volts. 

◄ Eugene Dubois discovers Pithecanthropus erectus. 

American astronomer George Hale and Deslandris inde-
pendently invent the spectroheliograph. 

Tuffier, of Paris, performs early lung operation for tuberculo-
sis. 

W.L. Hudson, American, invents zipper. First practical design in 1913. 

Next week’s case: HOUN. 

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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