Arthur Conan Doyle’s alpine adventures in Switzerland - some reminiscences
about a splendid retreat in alpine heights
Davos, September 2015
“This is the most glorious place - such blue sky and bright sun, although 5000 feet up. The air too
(is) so exhilarating! It’s a rare place to work.” The three dozen Doyle and Holmes enthusiasts who
journeyed from three continents to Davos, the beautifully located resort in the Swiss alps,
immediately concurred with Arthur Conan Doyle who described Davos in these words after his
arrival in late 1893 in a letter to Sir John Robison, the editor of Daily News in the 1890s.

A conference with a view – picture taken by Jane Arnold-Foster, UK
The Reichenbach Irregulars of Switzerland chose for their three days conference of debates, a
museum visit, a literary promenade, Swiss cheese raclette and, above all, excellent company
amongst good friends the alpine hotel resort Schatzalp (in English: my darling’s alpine retreat …).
The hotel, built in the art deco style, has virtually been untouched since its grand opening in 1900
when it was considered to be one of the most modern buildings of its kind. At an altitude of 6’100
feet it majestically overlooks the village of Davos, which used to be for more than a century a
prominent health resort before finally turning into a ski and hiking paradise at the turn of the 19
and 20 century.
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Schatzalp Alpine Resort, Davos
Today, Davos is also the well known venue of the World Economic Forum (WEF) that provides
every winter a platform for world leaders from politics, economy and civil society to debate current
affairs. During the weekend of 26 to 28 September 2014, the Schatzalp welcomed not world
leaders, but some of the best known Sherlockian and Doylean scholars to refresh not only well
known, but, more importantly, extract lesser known aspects of the many connections Arthur
Conan Doyle, Sherlock Holmes as well as Sherlockians have with the alpine Helvetic republic in
the heart of Europe.
Swiss connections
The Reichenbach Fall, Meiringen and Rosenlaui in the Bernese Oberland remain, of course, the
“must see” destination that Sherlockians and Doyleians experience when they visit Switzerland.
However, Switzerland has more to offer. Switzerland figures in other Holmes adventures than The
Final Problem, for example Lady Frances Carfax or The Illustrious Client.

Arthur Conan Doyle, to his righ Archibald Langman, Davos, 1894
Source: Fonds Conan Doyle, Library of the Canton of Vaud, Lausanne, Switzerland
A lesser known fact is that Doyle and members of his family made Switzerland not only a frequent
holiday destination, but, in fact, their de facto home, in particular during the years of 1893
throughout to 1896. For some of his short stories, Doyle was influenced by the beauty and horror
of the alps. What’s more, Arthur’s son Adrian spent the last four years of his life as owner of the
Chateau de Lucens, and this not entirely without controversies. Today, Switzerland is also the
home of two Sherlock Holmes museums, one in Lucens, the other one in Meiringen. The alpine
republic also hosts one of the most exquisite collections of original manuscripts, letters, families
papers, and memorabilia at the Library of the Canon de Vaud in Lausanne. The magnificient
Bodmer Foundation in Geneva, a world class collection of manuscripts and artefacts, cherises the
manuscript of The Abbey Grange. In sum, there are many reasons to spendsome time on the
alpine adventures of Arthur Conan Doyle.
A conference in alpine heights
The weekend commenced on Friday afternoon, 26 September, with an official welcome at the
delightful Wintersports Museum in Davos by the two organizers, Marcus Geisser and Michael
Meer, both longstanding Holmes and Doyle enthusiasts and Reichenbach Irregulars from
Switzerland. A local historian provided insights into the history of Davos, in particular the exciting
evolution from health resort to a leading ski resort, a transformation that Arthur and Touie Conan
Doyle not only observed, but, in fact, chiefly contributed to when they first visited arrived there in
1893. Doyle is well known for being one of the first, if not the very first, promoter of skiing as a
popular sports with his amusing article “An Alpine Pass on Ski”, published in The Strand
Magazine in 1894. A particular highlight of this museum visit was a trophy that Doyle sponsored
when he stayed in Davos.

	
  
	
  

	
  

Trophy sponsored by Arthur Conan Doyle, at the Wintersports Museum Davos
Picture taken by Alan Rettig, USA
This museum visit was followed a stroll through the Kurpark to pay homage to “The perfect
pattern of a gentleman” as the inscription of a memorial plaque commemorating Doyle’s
contribution to skiing reads. This plaque was unveiled by his son, Adrian, and many members of
The Sherlock Holmes Society of London back in 1968, on the occasion of their first of numerous
Swiss pilgrimages. Before ascending back to the alpine refuge of the Schatzalp, the group took tea
and cake at the Grand Hotel Belevedre, where Arthur and Touie spent part of the winter 1893
and 1894. A special memorial note to commemorate the stay of the Doyle’s in this hotel was
unveiled and left in the good hands of the management of this luxurious five star hotel. The first
day of this three day conference ended with a traditional Swiss cheese raclette feast in a traditional
Swiss inn at the Schatzalp, followed by the showing of the recently rediscovered, informative, but
also highly amusing documentary of explorers of the Alps on skis. It features a splendid recreation
of Doyle’s ski tour from Davos to Arosa with the Branger brothers in March 1894. Thanks to the
linguistic skills of Michael Meer this documentary, directed by the Austrian public television
broadcast in the early 1990s, is now also available in English. Please contact The Reichbach
Irregulars for more information.

Reichenbach Irregulars enjoying the Schatzalp – picture taken by Jane Arnold-Foster, UK
Alpine adventures revisited
On Saturday morning the conference continued with the presentation of a series of papers which
presented the 35 participants from the UK, Switzerland, the USA and Japan a series of insightful
papers into multiple aspects of Doyleian and Sherlockian connections to Switzerland and the Swiss
alps. Some of our speakers very kindly agreed to leave us their manuscripts which are now
available on the website of The Reichenbach Irregulars (http://www.221b.ch/)
Markus Geisser offered with his “Adventures & amusements in alpine heights” a tour d’horizon of
the multiple visits and stays of Arthur Conan Doyle and his family in Switzerland in the late 1890s
and the early 1920s, accompanied with rare photographs, some taken by Doyle himself. A
particular revelation was that Doyle visited Switzerland and experienced the alps for the first time
in 1876, and not only in 1893, which is often seen as the year of Doyle’s first encounter with the
alpine republic when he travelled, amongst other locations, to Meiringen. Michael A. Meer then
explored the adventures of the Canonical Cataracts, showing how Switzerland influenced Conan
Doyle’s writing and how he developed a particular interest in waterfalls when looking for a perfect
location to dispose of his Sherlock Holmes.

Arthur Conan Doyle, probably on the Findelen Glacier, Switzerland, 1893
Source: Fonds Conan Doyle, Library of the Canton of Vaud, Lausanne, Switzerland
Our first series of guest speakers from the US, Peter Blau and Jon Lellenberg, who both need no
further introduction, put a particular emphasis on some aspects of Adrian Conan Doyle’s life, for
example as an author (The Exploits of Sherlock Holmes) and a fervent defender (often for his
personal financial benefits it would appear) of his father’s copy right as well as a resident in
Switzerland in the late 1960s. In 1965, Peter Blau, through a series of coincidences when living in
Europe, was invited by a London publisher to attend the grand opening of Adrian’s Sherlock
Holmes Museum that was housed in the cellars of the Lucens castle from 1965 until the early
2000s,when it was relocated to the village of Lucens, where it can be visited today
(http://www.lucens.ch/TOUR/Sherlock.html). Jon Lellenberg provided a fascinating insight into
some, at times turbulent relations between Adrian and The Baker Street Irregulars, a relationship
that turned more and more sour, to say the very least.

Adrian Conan Doyle at the Chateau de Lucens, date unknown
A very enthusiastic member of The Norwegian Explorers of Minnesota, Julie McKuras was ideally
placed to deliver an expose about the genesis of the relations between members of her Sherlock
Holmes society with the village of Meiringen. The Sherlockian and medical genius Dr. Philip
Showalter Hench contributed chiefly to the research surrounding the location of that fearful place
at the Falls of Reichenbach. One of his chief contribution remains the Norwegian Explorers
memorial plaque, placed in 1957 (and subsequently relocated in 1966) at the funicular of the
Reichenbach Fall. Our fourth guest speaker from the United States, Dr. Marina Stajic, put to rest,
once and for all, the century long controversy whether Lady Frances Carfax had travelled to
Baden-Baden Germany, or Baden, Switzerland. Marina, faithful to her professional career as
pathologist, convincingly dissected the evidence available and concluded that it was the former.

Memorial plaque in Meiringen, erected by The Norwegian Explorers of Minnesota
Vincent Delay from Lausanne, Switzerland, concluded the series of excellent papers. As founder
of the Swiss French Society of Studies in the Literature of Sherlock Holmes, he has been for two
decades a prolific researcher as well as translator of Sherlockiana and has published a number of
highly atmospheric mystery novels. Vincent presented the life and work of Rudolf Archibald Reiss,
whose reputation to be the Sherlock Holmes of Switzerland is thanks to his ground breaking
research in the domain of forensic science in the early 20th century and his pivotal role in the
creation of the Institut of Scientific Policing in Lausanne, Switzerland.
In sum, this conference organised by The Reichenbach Irregulars of Switzerland put to rest not
only old standing Sherlockian controversies such as Baden Baden vs. Baden. “Alpine Adventures Arthur Conan Doyle in Switzerland” has also contributed to shed light on a lesser known part of
the research into the life and work Doyle. The organizers have edited a splendid collection of all
available sources currently available about Doyle and Switzerland, entitled the “Alpine Adventures
Source Book”. Please contact The Reichenbach Irregulars (meer@221b.ch) if you wish to order a
copy.
“Reichenbach and Beyond” - New Reichenbach Irregulars conference in autumn
2017
Inspired by the enthusiastic reception of this conference, The Reichenbach Irregulars have begun
to work on a new conference, entitled “Reichenbach and Beyond”. Scheduled to take place in the
Bernese Oberland, close to Meiringen, in autumn 2017, this 3 days conference will attempt to
present a fresh look at some of the some of the implications and circumstances the fall into the
Reichenbach has had, not only for Sherlock Holmes or Dr. Watson, but also for Arthur Conan
Doyle. The weekend will, of course offer opportunities to visit the Reichenbach Fall, Rosenlaui,
Meiringen as well as examine some of the lesser known sights, such as the charming, little known

Meiringen History Museum as well as exploring some of the mountains routes that Holmes took
when “I took to my heels, did ten miles over the mountains in the darkness and a week later I
found myself in Florence.” If you like to receive regular updates about the program, please get in
touch with Michael A. Meer (meer@221b.ch).
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