His Greatest Pretend

Hook, Peter Pan, and the True Identity of J M Barrie

by Hannah Yellak

 “Death.  One who died is only a little ahead of procession all moving that way.  When we round the corner we’ll see him again.  We have only lost him behind, stopping to tie a shoe-lace.” (Birkin 294)

The story of James Matthew Barrie is a hard one to tell.  That is because in order to tell it, I would first have to tell you the story of his older brother David, who died the day before his fourteenth birthday.  I would have to tell you the story of Margaret Ogilvy, his mother, who destroyed herself with grief.  I would have to tell you the story of Barrie’s wife Mary Ansell, who left him for another man.  I would have to tell you the story of Sylvia Llewellyn Davies, who entrusted five little lost boys to his care.  I would also have to tell you the story of Michael Llewellyn Davies, who drowned when he was twenty in the arms of his friend.  And of course, I would have to tell you the story of Peter Pan.  

Then, and only then, would you perhaps be able to understand a little of the man—the man whose identity is so often and easily confused with Peter Pan’s.  But J. M. Barrie was not the “real-life Peter Pan”.  The story of Peter Pan is certainly the story of Barrie’s life, but his life is by no means encapsulated in the character.  It is not nearly so cohesive.  
For Barrie’s very persona is such a phenomenon of pathological patchwork that through it all we can hardly make out the man.  He exists only as pieces for us to pick up, characters for us to identify, stories for us to string together.  

But perhaps it will be easier if I start at the beginning…

Chapter 1: The Beginning
“Sometimes, though not often, he had dreams, and they were more painful than the dreams of other boys…they had to do, I think, with the riddle of his existence.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 115)

James Matthew Barrie, “Jamie” as he was called then, was born May 9, 1860 in the little Scottish village of Kirriemuir.  It was a town of white, square houses with neat little chimneys; of jumbling streets and well-tended gardens; of churches and schools and first-floor shops.  In 1860 it was home to a modest population of working class Scots, 1500 of whom were weavers by profession. Jamie’s father, David Barrie, counted himself among their number.  These weavers were industrious and hard-working (true in every way to the Scottish ideal), and produced approximately 9 million yards of linen each year throughout the 1860’s. 
The Barrie family was no exception.  After working for some years as a weaver himself, David Barrie rented an extra house as a workshop, purchased more looms, hired some weavers, and entered into a small business of his own.  Because he was busy with those things which occupy the owner of a business, David was, according to J. M. Barrie’s biographer Janet Dunbar, “not a demonstrative husband or father…[and] had little time for each one personally.” (Dunbar 5)  He did his duty to his wife and children, that much is sure.  He kept a roof over their heads, clothes on their backs, and food in their mouths.  And he endowed them with a deep sense of the importance of education.  The emotional needs his children may have had, however, David did not meet.  He left that to their mother.

 Jamie’s mother, Margaret Ogilvy, was of a morbidly strict and staunchly Calvinist bent.  She had been raised as a member of the Auld Lichts, who adhered to a “fiercely puritanical brand of Protestantism.” (ibid 3)  Dunbar says of Margaret Ogilvy, “Small, sparely made, with a gentle voice, David Barrie’s wife was outwardly the perfect complement to her burly, industrious husband at his loom: a thrifty housewife, a good mother, a regular attender at the kirk.  That every decision, important or otherwise, was decided by this unassuming little woman was so much taken for granted that no one in the household ever questioned it.” (ibid 8)  In little Jamie’s world, she was the one in charge, the final authority, the arbitrator of his young and dependent existence.  She was his friend as well.  He would sit with her for hours on her bed, listening to stories of her childhood, which inspired some of his books like A Window in Thrums—stories about an idyllic and stereotyped Scotland.
As it was, Margaret Ogilvy was by far the most influential figure of Jamie’s childhood, arguably of his life.  Tragically so.
---

“[Mrs. Darling’s] romantic mind was like the tiny boxes, one within the other, that come from the puzzling East, however many you discover there is always one more…” (Barrie, Peter Pan 7)

Before there was Wendy, or Michael, or John, it was just Mr. and Mrs. Darling, two newlyweds living in London—number 14 to be exact.   

Mr. Darling had won the much desired Mrs. Darling by taking a cab and getting in ahead of all the other suitors, but he never got the special kiss tucked away in the corner of her mouth.  An important man, a knowledgeable man of the world, Mr. Darling “was one of those deep ones who know about stocks and shares.  Of course, no one really knows, but he quite seemed to know, and he often said stocks were up and shares were down in a way that would have made any woman respect him.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 8).

From the very start, Mrs. Darling was very anxious to meet her children-to-be; and instead of seeing to her housekeeping, she drew pictures of babies in anticipation.  But when she spoke with Mr. Darling about it, he mainly brought up the issue of bills—bills for food and clothes, for measles and mumps.  “’Remember mumps…Mumps one pound, that is what I have put down, but I daresay it will be more like thirty shillings—don’t speak—measles one five, German measles half a guinea, makes two fifteen six—don’t waggle your finger—whooping-cough, say fifteen shillings’—and so on it went, and it added up differently each time, but at last Wendy just got through, with mumps reduced to twelve six, and the two kinds of measles treated as one.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 9)  
And Mr. Darling, ever conscientious of what his neighbors might think, was quite occupied with his “position in the city” (Barrie 10), but Mrs. Darling stayed at home, sorting through her children’s minds at night, tidying up after the day.  
“It is the nightly custom of every good mother after her children are asleep to rummage in their minds and put things straight for the next morning, repacking into their proper places the many articles that have wandered during the day…When you wake up in the morning, the naughtiness and evil passions with which you went to bed have been folded up small and placed at the bottom of your mind, and on the top, beautifully aired, are spread out your prettier thoughts, ready for you to put on.” (Barrie 10-11)
---

Already in the story of Peter Pan we can see elements of the story of J. M. Barrie: The father is absent, insignificant to the life of the home.  The mother is all-important, so involved, in fact, that the very thoughts her children think are a result of her work.  
Here is the part of the story that belongs to Jamie’s brother, David:  
Chapter 2: A Tragedy
“To die will be an awfully big adventure.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 87)

The time is January, 1867.  Jamie is six years old, living with his family in Kirriemuir.  David, the family’s second son, his mother’s pride and joy, has been sent to study at Bothwell, the school where his older brother Alec teaches.  His reports are good, he is bound to do well in university, he excels in theology.  His parents harbor hopes that he will succeed in the ministry.  He is strong, athletic, and handsome.  David is turning fourteen tomorrow.  
But today, he goes skating with a friend, who loses control on the ice, slams into David, and knocks him down hard.  His head takes the full force of the fall.  He dies several hours later from a fractured skull.  He never turns fourteen. (Dunbar 9-10)

Jamie had never actually been close to David.  Therein does not lie the true tragedy.  He said, “She [his mother] had a son who was far away at school.  I remember very little about him, only that he was a merry-faced boy who ran like a squirrel up a tree and shook the cherries into my lap.” (ibid 10)  Jamie had lost an older brother he hardly knew.  But his mother had lost the light of her life.
---
“Wendy, I ran away the day I was born.” (Barrie 28)

You should know already, but in case you’ve forgotten I shall tell you now, that all children begin life as birds.  They happily pass their first days in snug little nests, eating worms, and flying about like there’s no tomorrow.  But eventually Solomon, the wise old leader of the birds, receives a letter requesting a nice plump little baby, with merry dimples and bright laughing eyes.  And then one of the sparrows, or crows, or robins has to leave his charmed life behind, and enter into the world of the nursery.   

Peter exaggerated a bit; he didn’t run away the very day he was born, but very soon after.  He escaped through the nursery window and flew back (he hadn’t yet forgotten how to fly) to the Kensington gardens, where he meant to reinstate himself in the world of the birds and resume the happy life of a missel-thrush.  But alas, it was too late!  For Peter had already lost his beak, and his feathers, and his nice little wings.  On the island in the middle of the pond in the Kensington gardens, he asked Solomon what had happened to him.  Solomon, of course, knew exactly what had happened.  Peter could never be a real bird again, but no more could he be a boy, for he had run away and left that life behind.
“You will be a Betwixt-and-Between,” Solomon said, and certainly he was a wise old fellow, for that is exactly how it turned out.” (Barrie, The Little White Bird 138)

---

David had died.  But as we will see, his mother would never really let him go.  He would indeed be a “Betwixt-and-Between”, not alive but not allowed to be dead either.  And he would, through no fault of his own, drag his little brother Jamie with him into limbo.    
Here is the part of the story that belongs to Jamie’s mother. Margaret Ogilvy:  
Chapter 3:  An Excess of Grief
 “O, George, never ask me to do that.  The window must always be left open for them, always, always.” (Barrie 144)
Though he was not affected by his brother’s death directly, Jamie’s mother was destroyed.  According to Dunbar, “Margaret Ogilvy was ‘always delicate from that hour.’  She was only in her late forties, but she was completely overwhelmed by her grief, and she seems to have made no effort to achieve that searing but necessary discipline which is essential when a child dies and there are brothers and sisters who cannot understand the calamity which has suddenly thrust them out of a mother’s heart—or so it seems to them.  They feel bereft, and the trauma of rejection may persist, buried under the later accumulated emotional experience of years but still there, until the end of their days.” (Dunbar 11)       

In short, Jamie’s mother could no longer love him for who he was now that David’s absence consumed her.  He remembers that once he went to her, but she asked if he was David.  The only thing he could say, in his wee Scottish voice was, “No, it’s no’ him, it’s just me.” (ibid 12).  He didn’t matter anymore.  His sole source of emotional support, his primary care-giver, his originator of self-worth had essentially rejected him.  What was to be done?  
Of Peter Pan Barrie says, “The difference between him and the other boys at such a time was that they knew it was make-believe, while to him make-believe and true were exactly the same thing.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 64)

The answer to Jamie’s problem was actually painfully simple: He had to become David.  In his six year old mind he quite literally had to become David.  He later wrote of himself, “At first, they say, I was often jealous…but that did not last; its place was taken by an intense desire…to become so like him that my mother should not see the difference…” (Birkin 5)  He practiced David’s whistle, rehearsed his stance, and donned his clothes.  Then he went into his mother’s room, an apparition, and played the part of the dead.  But still he “had not made her forget the bit of her that was dead.” (ibid)
This event and its subsequent circumstances mark the initial fragmentation of James Barrie’s psyche.  At a very young age he had already found himself in such exacerbating circumstances that it appeared beneficial for him, even at the expense of his own identity, to adopt that of another.  It was almost psychological suicide.  
And not only that—David would always and forever be a boy about to turn fourteen.  In Margaret Ogilvy’s crippled mind he would never age, never change.  For Jamie to regain his mother’s love not only would he have to replace David; he would have to replace a perfect, static projection of David.  A projection of David untried and untested, so that he never had a chance to fail.  And so at the age of six James Matthew Barrie began the long, slow but sure process of killing his identity, and replacing it with David’s.

He said, “When I became a man…he was still a boy of thirteen.” (Birkin 5)  But perhaps what he should have said is David would always be a boy of thirteen, and on the inside so would I.
---

“Not only had he no mother, but he had not the slightest desire to have one.  He thought them very over-rated persons.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 26)


Not having a mother himself, Peter Pan was perhaps a bit insensitive to the feelings of a one for her children.  So when he took the Darling children from their home, we can only hope he didn’t understand what he was doing.   For if we were to peek in the Darling home after the children had all flown away, we should see a very sad sight indeed.  Mrs. Darling would probably be sitting on a chair by the nursery window, crying, or dozing restlessly.

Of course, Peter did have a mother once.  “’Long ago…I thought like you that my mother would always keep the window open for me, so I stayed away for moons and moons and moons, and then flew back; but the window was barred, and there was another little boy sleeping in my bed.’  I am not sure that this was true, but Peter thought it was true…” (Barrie, Peter Pan 101)  

Mothers are in rather short supply in the Neverland, and consequently in high demand.  Wendy had to serve as mother for all the lost boys, and then the pirates wanted to make her their mother as well, but she would have none of it.  Almost everyone in Neverland would have liked a mother; everyone, that is, except Peter Pan.


“Now, if Peter had ever quite had a mother, he no longer missed her.  He could do very well without one.  He had thought them out, and remembered only their bad points.” (ibid, 104)

---


Barrie was put in a tough spot; the person he loved the most almost single handedly destroyed his life.  This created an acute emotional tension in him from a young age.  As we can see in Peter Pan, there is a plethora of views concerning mothers, without a very cohesive picture.  But there is no doubt that mothers play the leading roles in Barrie’s stories, as his own mother would in his life.
Before we move on with our story, it will perhaps be helpful to discuss a bit of science—science that directly pertains to this so tenuous tale of our hero’s psyche:
Chapter 4: Not Quite Like Other Boys

 “Oh no, he isn't grown up...he is just my size.  She meant that he was her size in both mind and body...” (Barrie 13)
Andrew Birkin, Barrie’s biographer, says, “The six-year-old James was…something of a disappointment.  He showed no particular academic promise, nor did he possess his brother’s looks.  He was small for his age, rather squat, with a head too large for his body.  In short, the runt of the family.” (Birkin 3)  Jamie’s death had begun, the surrendering of his persona to David’s was underway, and as a result, his body started to sabotage itself.

“Psychosocial short stature (PSS) or psychosocial dwarfism, sometimes called psychogenic or stress dwarfism or the eponymous Kaspar Hauser syndrome, is a growth disorder that is observed between the ages of 2 and 15, caused by extreme emotional deprivation or stress.” ("Wikipedia") 
There are three types of PSS.  Types I and III PSS don’t typically exhibit symptoms relevant to the study of our playwright.  

Type II PSS, on the other hand, encompasses all major symptoms evident in the case of J. M. Barrie.  Here they are in synopsis:

Type II PSS begins in children three years and older.  Depression, failure to thrive, and bizarre behavior are all symptoms.  Essentially, failure to thrive means that a child is exhibiting inadequate growth, commonly defined as having a weight that is less than the third to fifth percentile for his age.  Abnormal height and head circumference are also indicators of failure to thrive.  Growth hormone is either abnormally low or completely absent.

In both types I and III PSS, parental neglect or abuse is usually not a known factor.  It is a factor, however, in type II. ("Medscape Reference")

According to a medical journal, “The pathophysiology of PSS is complex, involving some nutritional factors…however, the pathophysiology mostly involves psychological and environmental pathology, affecting the growth and development of the child…Linear growth is obviously delayed.  Sequelae [which are abnormal conditions resulting from a previous disease (“Dictionary”)] in higher cognitive and other psychological functions have been described in adults with a history of this disorder.” ("Medscape Reference")

Some of the abnormal behaviors associated with PSS include withdrawal and shyness.  Barrie describes his days as a student at Edinburgh: “I lived too much in my art, and my solitary thoughts.  I shrank from men’s free talk of women, and yet when I left them it was to brood of the things they spoke of; theirs was a healthier life than mine.” (Birkin 12)
In cases of children with PSS, depression and anxiety have been observed in the psychology of the caregiver.  Denis Mackail writes of Barrie’s childhood, “It is the story of how a mark was set on a child’s soul…Already his mother has let him be a little different from other boys, as she still thinks only of a boy who has gone.  Yet if she had guessed for a moment that she was fanning a spark, would this mean that for such extremity of sorrow she is to have nothing but praise, and no syllable of blame?…” (Dunbar 13-14)
If a child with PSS is removed from the situation of stress, his symptoms should gradually disappear.  But if left in the aggravating situation, there is no reason for his disorder to desist.

Barrie says of himself in The Greenwood Hat: “Let us survey our hero…He is gauche and inarticulate, and as thin as a pencil but not so long (and is going to be thinner).  Expression, an uncomfortable blank…Manners, full of nails like his boots.  Ladies have decided that he is of no account, and he knows this and has private anguish theranent.  Hates sentiment as a slave may hate his master.” (Birkin 15)
You are probably familiar with the pop-psychology term, the Peter Pan complex, or the Peter Pan syndrome.  The phrase was coined by Dr. Dan Kiley in his 1983 book “The Peter Pan Syndrome: Men Who Have Never Grown Up”.  In his book, Dr. Kiley traces the similarities between his patients (men who were unable to assume adult responsibilities) and the character of Peter Pan, who never grows up.  One aspect of this complex is an over-dependence on the patient’s mother. (“Wikipedia”)  In a way, the Peter Pan complex is the psychological equivalent—or perhaps even more basically, simply another manifestation—of Psychosocial Short Stature.  It is a stunting of growth, a freezing of maturity, a crippling of development. 
Though the complex is named for the character, it may as well have been named for the author himself, for James Barrie exhibited very symptomatic behavior.  For example, he was never really able to take control of his finances.  He tried for a while, then he happily passed the burden off to his friend Gilmour.  It turns out that Barrie had never bothered to pay income tax.  He wrote this letter to Gilmour in 1896:
My dr Gilmour,

I meant to consult you about this last night.  The fiends of the income tax are on me for what I am liable for.  Do I pay income tax to them therefore from the year when I had a banking account (beyond that I don’t know what my income was and don’t want to know), or is there a limit of years beyond which they can’t claim arrears?

Yours ever,





Barrie Barnato

(Dunbar 120-121)


As well as finances, Barrie also struggled with adult relationships.  He was extremely fond of beautiful actresses, but rarely became close to them, only appreciating their beauty from the safe distance of the audience.  In Barrie’s own words:

Six feet three inches…If I had really grown to this it would have made a great difference in my life.  I would not have bothered turning out reels of printed matter.  My one aim would have been to become a favorite of the ladies which between you and me has always been my sorrowful ambition.  The things I could have said to them if my legs had been longer.  Read that with a bitter cry…” (Birkin 21)

This feeling of inadequacy and inability to have a normal relationship with a woman would culminate in the complete failure of his marriage to actress Mary Ansell.  But more of that later.  
One last thing—Barrie was most comfortable with children.  By this I do not, of course, mean to say that anyone whose lively imagination permits him to be a friend of children suffers from psychosis.  But, coupled with Barrie’s other symptoms, his affinity for children serves as yet another indicator of his stunted development.  Suffice it to say, Barrie was never a fully functioning adult.  “…He was a boy only.” (Birkin 40)

Though it has not been certainly and scientifically proved that J. M. Barrie suffered from PSS, it is very likely that he did.  And either way, there is no question that he suffered severe emotional stress during his childhood.  His mother was overwhelmed with grief to the point of bedridden dysfunction.  She refused to let go of her delusional, perfect son, David—destined for the ministry and greatness.  And in his mind, she would only accept him when he could replace his brother.  James’ father was a hard-working Scotsman, who invested all his time and energy into his weaving business, none in his children.  There was not much in the way of consolation or affirmation on the paternal front.
Barrie’s book The Little White Bird is a story narrated by a character very similar to Barrie himself about his friendship with a little boy named David.  The man in the story is telling David how he connived to bring his parents together, by dropping a certain letter just in time for David’s mother to pick it up.  This started the process which led to David’s becoming a little boy, but it consequently put an end to his being a little bird.
The book’s narrator says, “So when David saw his chance of being a missel-thrush again he called out to me quickly: ‘Don’t drop the letter!’ and there were tree-tops in his eyes.  ‘Think of your mother,’ I said severely.  He said he would often fly in to see her.  The first thing he would do would be to hug her…’And then she would wake up, David, and find that she had only a bird instead of a boy.’” (Barrie 23-4)
Margaret Ogilvy woke up, and found that she had only Jamie instead of David.
---

“I—want—you—to—get—into—the—nest…” (Barrie 89)

In the Neverland, Peter Pan had just had another adventure.  But this adventure was not much like his others, which were usually very fun.

This time, Peter ended up wounded, stranded on Marooners’ rock in the middle of the mermaid’s lagoon.  Because of his wound, he could not swim, and he could not fly.  And the tide was coming in.  Peter, for the first time in his life, was afraid.

Of course, Peter Pan does not die.  That would ruin the story.  But as Peter was standing on the rock, bravely looking death in the face, he noticed something floating towards him on the quiet water.  It was the Never Bird, sailing her nest.  They tried to communicate with each other, but of course they spoke entirely different languages.  They yelled across the waters in vain.  

The poor Never Bird simply could not make Peter understand her intention.  She did the only thing left to do; she expressed why she had come with an action.  She flew away from her nest, abandoning the eggs that were lying nestled there.  Finally Peter understood; she had come to save him.  She had made her choice: Peter would live; her eggs would die.   
---

Margaret Ogilvy chose: David would live; James would die.

Chapter 5: An Interim

 “I heard father and mother...talking about what I was to be when I became a man...I want always to be a little boy and to have some fun.” (Barrie 28)
Despite his crippled childhood, James did in fact grow up, though only to a disappointing height of five feet.  He continued to be awkward with men, abominably awkward with women.  
After graduating from Edinburgh in 1882, Barrie began to make his way in his profession of choice.  It was not one which his parents initially approved, though they warmed up to it in the end.  J. M. Barrie was determined to be a writer.  

He began submitting articles and stories, which were increasingly published in periodicals.  

And in 1885, Barrie set out for London, which was to be his home until the time of his death in 1937.   

Let us jump forward from 1885 to 1894.  Barrie’s career has taken off; he is one of the most well-known literary men in London.  He has joined the Author’s Club and Incorporated Society of Authors and Composers.  He has published such of his works as Auld Licht Idylls, A Window in Thrums, My Lady Nicotine, and The Little Minister.  He has written a play, Walker, London, which he is in the process of casting.  He decides to give Mary Ansell, a gutsy and quick-witted actress who has caught his eye, a leading role.  
---

“[The lost boys] are the children who fall out of their perambulators when the nurse is looking the other way.  If they are not claimed in seven days they are sent far away to the Neverland to defray expenses.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 30)

In the Neverland, Peter Pan has added John and Michael to his band of lost boys.  Wendy, by popular vote, has been made the lost boys’ mother.  “O Wendy lady, be our mother…Ought I?  Of course it’s frightfully fascinating, but you see I am only a little girl.  I have no real experience…That doesn’t matter…what we need is just a nice motherly person.” (ibid 68)  

Peter is having adventures as usual.  There are the mermaids, and the Redskins are always about, and the pirates are sailing the waters.  The greatest pirate of them all, Jas Hook, is still seeking revenge on Peter for throwing his hand to the ticking crocodile, but he hasn’t been able to outsmart Peter yet.  
Tinker Bell and Wendy don’t get along, but it’s not Wendy’s fault; Tinker Bell is just a jealous fairy…  

Here is the part of the story that belongs to Barrie’s wife, Mary Ansell:
Chapter 6: Married Life
 “It was a girl Tinker Bell exquisitely gowned in a skeleton leaf, cut low and square, through which her figure could be seen to the best advantage.  She was slightly inclined to embonpoint.” (Barrie 24)

Soon J. M. Barrie and Mary Ansell were having dinner together and creating high society gossip.  The pre-engagement friendship drug on longer than Mary would have liked, but Barrie wasn’t of a mind to rush into a relationship.  In fact, since childhood he had been haunted by a nightmare of marriage.  He describes it an article entitled “My Ghastly Dream”:

My ghastly nightmare always begins in the same way.  I seem to know that I have gone to bed, and then I see myself slowly wakening up in a misty world.  As I realise where I am the mist dissolves; and the heavy shapeless mass that weighed upon me in the night time when I was a boy, assumes the form of a woman, beautiful and cruel, with a bridal veil over her face…” (Birkin 27)]

Despite Barrie’s recurring nightmare, he and Mary were finally and quietly married in 1894.  Bu the glamor and novelty of newly married life didn’t last long.  According to Dunbar, “Barrie was impotent and the marriage had never been consummated.” (Dunbar 231) It was a shock to Mary, but there was nothing for her to do.  Barrie was simply not comfortable with a woman unless she related to him as a mother, as Margaret Ogilvy.  
In Peter Pan, Wendy asks Peter what his exact feelings toward her are, hoping they are inclined toward the romantic.  He answers, “Those of a devoted son, Wendy…There is something [Tiger Lily] wants to be to me, but she says it is not my mother.” (Barrie 95)
Two days before Barrie and Mary were married, he had written in one of his notebooks:

--Our love has brought me nothing but misery.

--Boy all nerves.  ‘You are very ignorant.’

--How?  Must we instruct you in the mysteries of love-making?

(Birkin, 29)

Dunbar also says that “Mary would have gone on trying to maintain some semblance of a normal marital relationship if Barrie had not indulged his extraordinary fantasies for the worship of beautiful women and their children.  It was the continual harping on the wonder of motherhood that hurt her most.” Mary Ansell herself says of their marriage in her book Men and Dogs: “I only loved clever men, and clever men, it seems to me, are made up of reserves.” (Dunbar 232) 
By the end of 1909, after Barrie had learned of Mary’s scandalous affair with Gilbert Cannan, they were divorced.
---


“Tink was not all bad: or, rather, she was all bad just now, but on the other hand, sometimes she was all good.  Fairies have to be one thing or the other, because being so small they unfortunately have room for one feeling only at a time.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 48)  

Tinker Bell had always been Peter’s friend, and she loved him very much.  But since Wendy had come, they were grown rather estranged.  It was sad for Tink, but of course Wendy was the mother, and she was just a fairy.  And I’m afraid I must tell you that Tinker Bell decided to do a very bad thing.  Wendy was flying, following Tink, who led her right into a trap.  Wendy was shot down by the arrows of her very own lost boys, who had been told to kill the Wendy bird.  


Fortunately for Wendy, Peter’s kiss—a thimble he had given her in his ignorance—had saved her from the deadly blow of the arrow.

---


The tension between woman as mother and woman as lover followed Barrie throughout his life, and rears its head throughout his work.  The strife between Tink and Wendy exposes the extent to which Barrie battled his understanding and misunderstanding of women.

Here is the part of the story that belongs to Sylvia Llewellyn Davies:
Chapter 7: A Pretend Family



“Boy…why are you crying?” (Barrie 25)

J. M. Barrie, the celebrated playwright and author, attended a New Year’s Eve dinner party in the year 1898; a New Year’s Eve dinner party which, but for the incidental and purely coincidental presence of one particular person, would have been for our author an entirely routine and uneventful night.  As it was, this particular pedantry changed the course of his life.  For this is in fact the dinner party at which J. M. Barrie first laid eyes on Sylvia Llewellyn Davies.  

Perhaps you have heard something of the rather unorthodox relationship between Barrie and Sylvia, both of them married when it was begun.  It did precipitate a bit of gossip.   But I would have you know that, of the Llewellyn Davies, it was not in fact Sylvia with whom Barrie first fell in love.  

A year earlier, in 1897, Barrie was out taking his customary walk in the Kensington Gardens with his St Bernard, Porthos, when he happened upon five year old George Llewellyn Davies, playing merrily in a blue blouse and red tam-o’-shanter. (Birkin 41)  With him were his brothers; four year old Jack and baby Peter in a perambulator.  Their nurse Mary Hodgson brought them there to play every day. ("World Collectors Net")

And thus was begun an era in Barrie’s life; a saga, an adventure, a tragedy.  For the Llewellyn Davies boys (the “lost boys” as he called them) were to become the children Barrie never had, and the children he would have to lose.  


Sylvia too would be special to our playwright; not quite a lover and not just a friend.  More of Sylvia: “Without being strictly speaking pretty, [Sylvia] has got one of the most delightful, brilliantly sparkling faces I have ever seen.  Her nose turns round the corner—also turns right up.  Her mouth is quite crooked…Her eyes are very pretty—hazel and very mischievous.  She has pretty black fluffy hair: but her expression is what gives her that wonderful charm, and her low voice.” (Birkin 51)  The above is a description of Sylvia at the time of a holiday with her then fiancé Arthur in 1891.  She married him in 1892, and in July of the following year their first son George was born.  Two years later, in September, Jack joined the family.  And in February of 1897, Peter was born; making the family the merry party it was when Barrie first joined it.  They were a happy family then.  


Though at times relations between the Barries and Llewellyn Davies were strained, the Llewellyn Davies family remained happy; and the addition of the small, pipe-smoking playwright with the keen imagination and endless supply of games did not cause a great disturbance.  And so things went along pleasantly enough, until 1906, when Arthur was hospitalized for sarcoma, a type of cancer.  He underwent an operation to remove part of his jaw.  But later that year, he was informed that the tumor had in fact spread.  He wrote to his sister:

“I asked how far the end would be, but he [Arthur’s specialist] could not say—perhaps 6 months or a year.” (Birkin 144)  The doctor was right; in 1907, Arthur Llewellyn Davies died.

Barrie was a strong support for the family now, as he had been throughout the course of Arthur’s illness.  But if he could spend so much of his time with Sylvia and the boys, it was only because his relations at home were strained to the breaking point, leading up to the divorce of 1909.

Though it might have been expected, Barrie and Sylvia’s relationship did not substantially change after the death and divorce.  She remained his friend, the boys his playmates.   By this time, Michael and Nico had joined the ranks, bringing the number of lost boys up to five.  These too were happy days, though they lived in the constant presence of Arthur’s absence.
---
“To see Peter doing nothing on a stool was a great sight; he could not help looking solemn at such times, to sit still seemed to him such a comic thing to do.” (Barrie 73)

In Neverland, Peter and Wendy played house.  Wendy was the mother, Peter was the father, and of course, the lost boys were the children.  Wendy was always busy.  “The cooking, I can tell you, kept her nose to the pot, and even if there was nothing in it, even though there was no pot, she had to keep watching that it came aboil just the same.  You never exactly knew whether there would be a real meal or just a make-believe, it all depended upon Peter’s whim…” (Barrie 71)  Though Michael was not at all a baby, he had to pretend to be, and sleep in a basket to humor Wendy, who would have a baby to care for.  
---

It was all very pretend, but all very nice anyway.  Rather like the family that Sylvia and Barrie created.  It wasn’t real, but it sufficed.  

But then something went terribly wrong:
Chapter 8: Leaving for Neverland

 “We are on a rock, Wendy…but it is growing smaller.  Soon the water will be over it.” (Barrie 85)
During a holiday at Caux with Barrie, Sylvia became ill.  It began as a pain by her heart, and though she had her ups and downs, would never fully recover.  She suffered from headaches as well.  She tried for as long as possible to keep it from the boys, but she worsened, and in 1919, on a holiday near Exmoor, Sylvia Llewellyn Davies died.  She had left them for the Neverland.

And that is how it happened that J. M. Barrie became the legal guardian of the five boys whom he credited with sparking Peter Pan.  “I suppose I always knew that I made Peter by rubbing the five of you violently together, as savages with two sticks produce a flame.  I am sometimes asked who and what Peter is, but that is all he is, the spark I got from you.” (Birkin 119)  

As much as Sylvia meant to Barrie, her boys may have meant more.  They were inexpressibly precious to Barrie; he loved them all. One need only look at the photographs that Barrie took on their summer holiday to Black Lake Cottage in 1901, before the series of deaths that would befall them.  On that holiday, the woods, the lake, everything became props in a world of their creation.  They were all pirates—Barrie was Captain Swarthy.
Denis Mackail said of Barrie, “if [he] is besotted with these boys and his games, if sometimes his single-minded concentration on them is really a little excessive and alarming, no one again can stop him, and he is obviously so gloriously happy, too.  And so kind.  So funny.  And only juggling with his own age.” (Birkin 85)  

Barrie wrote a little book to commemorate their time at Black Lake, called the Boy Castaways of Black Lake Island.  

George was eight, Jack was seven, Peter was four, and Michael was one.  Since Michael was born after Barrie joined the family, Barrie felt a special attachment to him, almost that of a father.  He loved Michael.  

---

“The lost boys were out looking for Peter, the pirates were out looking for the lost boys, the redskins were out looking for the pirates, and the beasts were out looking for the redskins.  They were going round and round the island, but they did not meet because all were going the same rate.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 49)
During the summer, the lost boys and Peter spent their days swimming in the Mermaid’s Lagoon, and basking on Marooner’s Rock.  The mermaids played games among themselves, but the boys could never join; if they tried, the mermaids scattered in a flash.  But when they caught sight of John’s game, which consisted of hitting the bubbles around with his head, I am told that they tried it themselves, and “this is the one mark that John has left on the Neverland.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 77)  
---
Of course Black Lake Island was wonderfully fun, as was the Neverland.  But there was one catch.  “The boys on the island vary, of course, in numbers, according as they get killed and so on; and when they seem to be growing up, which is against the rules, Peter thins them out…” (ibid 49) 
Here is the part of the story that belongs to Michael Llewellyn Davies:
Chapter 9: The Silent Pool
 “Michael believed longer than the other boys…” (Barrie 151)
“Stanford Pool, Oxford, where Mr. Michael Llewellyn Davies and Mr. Rupert Buxton, both undergraduates, were drowned while bathing.  The bodies were recovered yesterday.  Mr. Davies was one of Sir James Barrie’s adopted sons; the other, believed to be the original of ‘Peter Pan’, was killed in action.  The monument in the picture commemorates the two other Oxford men drowned there in 1843.” (Birkin 292)
So ran the newspaper stories after the tragic drowning on Thursday, May 19th, 1921.  The monument referred to is a grim sort of obelisk, built on a pedestal of large rectangular blocks, rising right out of the pool.  The pool itself is very still, and very quiet, a serene spot of water in the middle of the English countryside.  So it was when Michael and Rupert drowned.  Witnesses said of the pool that it was “as still as a mill pond”.  “I heard a shout.  I looked in the direction and saw two men bathing in the pool in difficulties....Their heads were close together: they were sort of standing in the water and not struggling.”  “Did you form the impression that they were clasped?”  “Yes, that was my impression.” (Birkin 293)
Suicide?  It was suspected.  Lord Boothby, a friend: “convinced that it was a mutual suicide pact.”  Peter Llewellyn Davies, Michael’s elder brother: “perfectly possible, but entirely unproven.”  Nicholas Llewelyn Davies, his younger brother: “always had something of a hunch that Michael’s death was suicide.” Nicholas goes on to say, “He was in a way the ‘type’—exceptionally clever, subject to long fits of depression.  I’m apt to think—stressing think—that he was going through something of a homosexual phase and maybe let this get a bigger hold on his thinking than it need: I have no knowledge of Rupert’s leanings in this direction, but I would guess that they preferred each other’s company to anyone else’s.” (Birkin 293)
Michael’s death hit Barrie like a freight train.  He said, “All the world is different to me now…Michael was pretty much my world.” (Birkin 295)  And, “Forever and ever I am thinking about him.” (Birkin 294)  Barrie lost his will to live when Michael died.  Fortunately, his friend and secretary Cynthia Asquith stood by him and pulled him through.  But he would never be the same.  Nico, the youngest of the Llewellyn Davies, said, “Uncle Jim told me that I understood him better than anyone else alive, yet I realized I could never be a substitute for all that he had lost.  When Michael died, the light of his life went out.” (Birkin 298)
---

“Peter was not quite like other boys; but he was afraid at last.  A tremor ran through him, like a shudder follows another till there are hundreds of them, and Peter felt just the one.  Next moment he was stranding erect on the rock again, with that smile on his face and a drum beating within him.  It was saying, ‘To die will be an awfully big adventure.’” (Barrie 87)

---

This is the part of the story that belongs to James Matthew Barrie:

Chapter 10: His Greatest Pretend

“It is as if long after writing ‘P. Pan” its true meaning came to me – Desperate attempt to grow up but can’t.” (Birkin 297)

Earlier I told you that Dr. Dan Kiley first coined the term “Peter Pan syndrome”, which is true.  He did.  But J. M. Barrie actually understood it long before he did.  After Michael died, Barrie had a dream, in which Michael comes back to him, unaware that he has drowned.  Barrie tries to keep this from him, but eventually he knows, and they are both aware of each other’s knowledge; but they remain silent.  When the day comes for him to drown again, Barrie goes with him, because he couldn’t prevent him.  He says, “…I went with him, holding his hand and he liked it and when we came to the place—that pool—he said goodbye to me and went and sank just as before.   

The next morning, Barrie recorded the dream in his notebook, adding his thoughts and impressions.  These are so elucidating, so revealing, that I will quote them in full:

--The above was all the dream and the notes to follow come out of thinking about it, all except this that I knew from the moment of his return that I must never let him know that anything had happened to him – that is so to speak was vital to his life.  All must go on as if he had returned from some ordinary outing.  

--If I write about his I should picture the old life going on so precisely as before that often for a length of time I cease to have uneasiness.  I have no idea till the fatal day is approaching that he will again be taken from me then.

--I give details of his our time together during the extra year, lived quite ordinarily as tho’ strangely close to each other.

--I do some things that he had wanted before and tht then I had not done. 
--How in agony I had to let him go away sometimes to live ordinary life of young youth.

--It is not necessary to make him nearly 21 – He could be younger if I like.

--Perhaps sinister hostile powers like clouds in M. James’s fairy book.

--His gallant fear of water which he confides to me in the extra year.  (How this affects me.

--He might write from school of fear of water when learning to swim, so tht this vague shadow haunts the story.

--It might be called ‘Water’ – (or The Silent Pool) or “The 19th”.

--Mary Hodgson coming back?

--He can’t get past the fatal date.

--Our real letter in it?

--In some strange way his tastes – disposition – are different.  Also he seems to know vaguely some new strange things and to have forgotten other things.

--Fatal night coming to me light pressed lips says going to bathe – must go – must.
--In dream did he return like one so much older or just as had left me – or a year younger? – In last case it would mean he can’t get past a certain age as well as a certain day.  In the other cases it is only the day tht is the obstacle.

--Trying to lock in, guarded by others – he is in such an agony of mind tht I have to let him out.  He goes to pool.

--To go with him on the fatal day is as sad as Ch[arles] Lamb ‘crossing fields’ with his sister taking her to asylum.

--His hand on my shoulder.

--Must be clear tht there is nothing suicidal about it.

--I make him become an accomplished swimmer to help him fight the fatal day.  (Day better than night?)

--When he reappears it is as suddenly as from the next room, and in as matter-of-fact way.  He never knows he has been away.

--Effect on my own life.  Give up ordinary work – he chides me for laziness – His joy of living greater than ever – ecstasy of childhood comes back.

--It is as if long after writing ‘P. Pan” its true meaning came to me – Desperate attempt to grow up but can’t.

--Enquiring back I find he had always had great difficulty to pass the 19th Illness – once lost, &c.

--I dry the pool – water comes back.  Or build high wall yet he is found drowned in it.  (We try going far away – a similar pond is there.  Terrible when he vaguely knows it is, must be a dreadful day for him.  

--This as if pond followed.

--A love affair? (How would I treat it seeing I think he will go again?

(Birkin 296-297)

As it turns out, Barrie’s has succinctly and poetically summarized the darker motifs that haunt his life.  “He can’t get past a certain age as well as a certain day”—David, “a boy of thirteen.”  “He can’t get past the fatal date”—no one can.  Not David, not Michael, not Barrie, not Peter Pan.  All of them are stuck at that fatal date.  It is almost too dramatic to be real life; it is almost like a play.  Water—a recurring motif of doom.  David dies on a frozen pond.  Michael drowns in a “silent pool”.  Peter, though he will never die, faces the fear of death on a rock in the Mermaid Lagoon.

Andrew Birkin says in his book J M Barrie and the Lost Boys, “Although the story suggested in these notes never emerged, the ‘true meaning’ of Peter Pan found its way into the stage directions of the play when it was finally printed in 1928:

PETER (passionately) I don’t want to go to school and learn solemn things.  No one is going to catch me, lady, and make me a man.  I want always to be a little boy and to have fun.  

(So perhaps he thinks, but it is only his greatest pretend.)

(Birkin 297-298) 
Chapter 11: Not a Children’s Story

“In the old days at home the Neverland had always begun to look a little dark and threatening by bedtime...and above all, you lost the certainty that you would win.” (Barrie 44)

Peter Pan is not a happy children’s story.  It is rather the artistic expression of a plethora of haunting memories and a terribly scarred psyche.  Far from being a “fairy tale” whose object is escapism, it is instead a portrayal of dark reality and an indulgence in the sadness of life.  It is conceived in deprivation, born from dysfunction.  And that is what makes it so good.  It deals head on with life’s darker but ever prevalent themes.  

I believe that the “Peter Pan complex”, as it is popularly understood, is an inversion of the true psychosis of J. M. Barrie and his character Peter Pan.  

It is not a story about a boy who doesn’t want to grow up.  It is not a story about the perfection of youth.  It is not, as it is so often mistaken for, a story of escapism.   

It is a tragedy.

“Sometimes, though not often, he had dreams, and they were more painful than the dreams of other boys.  For hours he could not be separated from these dreams, though he wailed piteously in them.  They had to do, I think, with the riddle of his existence.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 115)

Peter Pan is the thinly masked memoir of Barrie’s life, and it beautifully culminates in a revelation of the man himself.  
This is the part of the story that belongs to James Matthew Barrie:
Chapter 12: The Man Who Created Neverland
 “He swore this terrible oath: ‘Hook or me this time’…He was frightfully happy.” (Barrie 119)

“Hook was not his true name.  To reveal who he really was would even at this date set the country in a blaze…” (Barrie 121)  
Now, and only now, can I tell you who Barrie truly is.  James Matthew Barrie is in fact Hook.


It is more obvious to connect Barrie with Peter Pan.  The boy who wouldn’t—couldn’t—grow up.  The boy who always wanted to stay young and have fun.  And of course, as I said from the start, elements of Barrie’s psyche are scattered amongst his characters, with no clear delineation.  Some took root in the boy Pan.  


But if you look closely into the character of James Hook, I believe you will see the truest and most cohesive representation of the man behind Neverland and its inhabitants.  Hook, you see, has not been given a fair chance.  He has gone down in history as a purely evil character, unfeeling, uncompassionate—a real villain.  
This, however, is not all of James Hook.  “The man was not wholly evil; he loved flowers (I have been told) and sweet music (he was himself a mean performer on the harpsichord)…” (Barrie 115) 

Before we examine the deeper and more profound similarities between the two James, perhaps you will allow me to point out some more superficial ones.  


First, same name.  Enough said.

Second, good form.  “From far within him he heard a creaking as of rusty portals, and through them came a stern tap-tap-tap, like a hammering in the night when one cannot sleep.  ‘Have you been good form to-day?’ was their eternal question.” (Barrie 121)  Hook is an unorthodox pirate.  He graduated from a famous public school (English prep school), and is ever mindful of the form he must maintain to live up to it.  His image is impeccable.  We read of him that, “In manner, something of the grand seigneur still clung to him, so that he even ripped you up with air, and I have been told that he was a raconteur of repute…In dress he somewhat aped the attire of associated with the name of Charles II, having heard it said in some earlier period of his career that he bore a strange resemblance to the ill-fated Stuarts.” (Barrie, 52)  Image.  Image is a cornerstone of Hook’s life.  

Dunbar tells us that “[Barrie] was now more professional…he took as many pains preparing his ‘few words’ when he presented the local cricket club at Stanway with a pavilion to replace the old railway coach as he did for the large assembly at Eton…He rehearsed as carefully for a speech at the Girls’ High School at Wallasey as when he faced a very different audience at the ceremony installing him as chancellor of Edinburgh University.” (Dunbar 370)


Dunbar, in the preface to her book, quotes W. A. Darlington, “[Barrie] has given us a wealth of biographical detail…But its truth is the truth of the artist, not of the historian.  Barrie wrote about himself as he wrote about a character in a play or book, selecting, rejecting and inventing what material he needed to make his creation lively and lifelike.” (Dunbar x)


On a deeper level, Hook’s one-handedness seems to symbolize Barrie’s impotence.  Hook is missing his right hand, and as such is weak, lacking.  By Barrie’s own admission he failed in the area of sexuality.  In his Tommy and Grizel, which he began in 1896, he scathingly exposes his own shortcomings.  Birkin, before quoting from the book, says this, “No one reading the book, either then or now, could be left in any doubt that the central character of Tommy was once again drawn from himself, but this time unsparingly so.  The storyline continues from where Sentimental Tommy [the book’s prequel] ended.  Tommy has left Scotland and come to London, where he becomes a fashionable writer.  His childhood friend, Grizel, is now a grown woman, with a woman’s passions, but Tommy has remained a boy at heart.” (Birkin 39)  Here is a portion of the text he quotes from Tommy and Grizel:

‘”Grizel, I seem to be different from all other men; there seems to be some curse upon me.  I want to love you,…you are the only woman I ever wanted to love, but apparently I can’t.  I have decided to go on with this thing because it seems best for you, but is it?...I think I love you in my own way, but I thought I loved you in their way, and it is the only way that counts in this world of theirs.  It does not seem to be my world…”
‘If we could love by trying, no one would ever have been more loved than Grizel…He knew that it was tragic that such love as hers should be given to him; but what more could be do than he was doing?  Ah, if only it could have been a world of boys and girls!...He could not make himself anew.  They say we can do it, so I suppose he did not try hard enough.  But God knows how hard he tried.” (Birkin 40)
Self-doubt, feelings of insufficiency, an inferiority complex—all these elements are evident in both Barrie and Hook:
“…come tell me, who am I?”

“A codfish,” replied the voice, “only a codfish.”

“A codfish!” Hook echoed blankly, and it was then, but not till then, that his proud spirit broke. 

(Barrie 82)

We read of Hook, “In his dark nature there was a touch of the feminine, as in all the greatest pirates…” (Barrie 82)  There was of course in Barrie, if not a touch of the feminine, certainly a touch of the maternal; which as we read in Peter Pan, Hook was also concerned with.  
“Better for Hook,” he cried, “if he had had less ambition!”  It was in his darkest hours only that he referred to himself in the third person.

“No little children love me!”

(Barrie 122)

And of course, Hook is lonely.  (“Hook was profoundly dejected…It was because he was so terribly alone.”)

If Hook is Barrie’s projection of himself (sadly diabolical, self-conscious, unfulfilled, lonely, incomplete), then who is Peter Pan?
Peter Pan is none other than David. 

This is the part of the story which belongs to James and his brother.  It also belongs to Hook and Peter Pan:
Chapter 12: Hook, Farewell
“Proud and insolent youth…prepare to meet thy doom…Dark and sinister man…have at thee.” (Barrie 134)

Though James and Barrie were brothers, because of Margaret Ogilvy, they became arch-rivals in a to-the-death battle for a mother’s love and (therefore) life.  It was a battle of persona, of personality, of psyche.  Who would prevail, David or James?  Whoever lost would disappear forever, swallowed up, lost, in the other.  Thus, the arch-rivalry of Peter and Hook.  And thus Peter’s statement: “Hook or me this time.”  It must be one or the other.
Peter Pan: always young, cocky, self-assured.

Hook: battling time, lonely, un-loved.

Jas Hook has another battle to fight.  Not only must he battle the eternal spirit of youth, he must inversely run forever from the ticking crocodile.  The crocodile has swallowed a clock, and everywhere he goes he ticks the moments to his arrival.  He has swallowed something else as well: Hook’s right hand.  “They had no thought of fighting [the crocodile].  It was Fate.” (Barrie, Peter Pan 126)  
Barrie tried to stop time, to freeze himself forever in boyhood.  But time was catching up with him, taking bites out of him, haunting his waking dreams.  There was nothing he could do about it.

And now I will tell you what happened to James Hook, the only pirate Barbecue ever feared.
---

The lost boys and Wendy have been taken captive; the dastardly Hook is holding them on his ship.  But Peter has other plans.  He sneaks on board, secretly unties his captive friends, arms them, and releases them to battle their foes.  They now have Hook surrounded in a ring.  
But Peter will not have it this way.  “Put up your swords, boys…this man is mine!” (Barrie, Peter Pan 134)  Peter will battle Hook alone.  They fall to, this pirate and this boy, and commence swordplay.  But they are too evenly matched; neither has the advantage.  Finally, Peter strikes Hook a blow to the ribs.  Gallant as always, however, Peter Pan will not strike Hook when he’s down.  He instead allows Hook to pick up his sword.  
They recommence, but things are going badly for our pirate.  “Hook was fighting now without hope.” (ibid 135)  He hits on a desperate plan; he fires the ship’s powder magazine, so that if he must go down, Pan will go down with him.  But Peter retrieves the deadly shell and flings it overboard.  And now the boy is making straight for Hook, dagger raised.  Hook knows that all is over.  There is no hope.  
He climbs to the bulwarks, ready to throw himself into the sea.  Peter is coming for him, but clever Hook arranges it so that Peter kicks him overboard, rather than stabbing him, ensnaring Peter Pan in bad form at last. 

Hook plummets from his ship, but not into the sea as he expected.  He falls instead into the open jaws of the crocodile…
”James Hook, thou not wholly unheroic figure, farewell.” (ibid 137) 
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