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PETER PAN

JAMES MATTHEW BARRIE was born in Kirriemuir, Scotland, in 1860, the ninth of ten children. He was educated at Glasgow Academy and at Dumfries Academy before enrolling at the University of Edinburgh. While a student there, he became a freelance drama critic and joined a debating society, gradually learning to overcome his shyness. He earned his M.A. in 1882. In 1885, after a brief period writing for the Nottingham Journal, he moved to London, where he threw himself into his work, publishing numerous articles and stories. His first major book publication was  Auld Licht Idylls (1888), a collection of sketches of rural Scotland during the early nineteenth century, followed by the similar A Window in Thrums (1889). His first novel, The Little Minister  (1891), enjoyed critical and popular acclaim, as did its 1897 stage adaptation. In 1896, Barrie produced two important works:  Margaret Ogilvy, the biography of his mother, and Sentimental Tommy, a novel that along with its sequel, Tommy and Grizel  (1900), presaged the themes of Peter Pan, who first appeared in chapters of the 1902 novel The Little White Bird. Barrie went on to make a name for himself as a dramatist with plays including  Quality Street (1902), The Admirable Crichton (1902), Little Mary (1903), Alice Sit-by-the-Fire (1905), What Every Woman Knows (1908), and A Slice of Life (1910). The play Peter Pan, or The Boy Who Would Not Grow Up premiered in London on December 27, 1904, and was an immediate and enduring success. Barrie published the Peter Pan stories from The Little White Bird  in a volume called Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens in 1906, then turned the play into a novel, Peter and Wendy, in 1911. His later works include the plays Dear Brutus (1917), Mary Rose (1920), and The Boy David (1936), but it is because of his creation Peter Pan that his reputation endures. The play of Peter Pan was published in 1928. J. M. Barrie died in 1937.
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Introduction

Though made famous by its major protagonist Peter Pan, the novel Peter and Wendy is rarely read in its original form today, if it was ever widely read. Certainly, millions of children and adults know about Peter Pan, but not because of the novel. Rather, most people have experienced him flying across a stage, often impersonated by women such as the marvelous actresses Eva Le Gallienne, Jean Arthur, and Mary Martin, or they have watched the Disney animated version. In fact, most young people and adults were probably introduced to Peter and his friends through an adulterated version, a Disney book, a television adaptation, Peter Pan artifacts, a local production of the play, or Steven Spielberg’s film Hook. They have most likely never read J. M. Barrie’s stories in Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens (1906), the novel Peter and Wendy (1911), or the play  Peter Pan, or The Boy Who Would Not Grow Up (final text in 1928) in the original. The name J. M. Barrie may mean nothing to them. Yet there is a fascinating history behind James Matthew Barrie, the imaginative creator of Peter Pan, and it can help us to understand why Peter Pan, the boy who refuses to grow up, continues to capture the imagination of people throughout the world.

Barrie and his Peter Pan works have always been held in high esteem in literary circles, at least up through the 1970s, but the more recent critics of the play (produced in 1904) and the novel (published in 1911) can barely restrain themselves from charging Barrie with escapism and infantilism and with taking some kind of perverse delight in the manipulation of children.  Almost all scholars identify Barrie with Peter Pan as a kind of  Doppelgänger and introduce telltale biographical aspects into their interpretations of his works. After all, Barrie was a very short person, a whimsical man who could be generous and cruel at the same time. He was unpredictable and moody. He had great difficulty loving and being loved. Essentially he lived for his writing and died a loner. So it is not unfair to ask whether the figure of Peter Pan, whose play Barrie kept revising until its official publication in 1928, was a projection of his inner life. And if so, did he subconsciously incorporate many of his secret longings into all his writings about Peter Pan, Wendy, the Darling Brothers, and the Lost Boys? Who was Wendy? Who were these brothers and these boys? Some critics have argued that Peter’s relationship with Wendy reflected Barrie’s unresolved oedipal connection to his own mother, or perhaps his infatuation with Sylvia Llewelyn Davies, the mother of three boys he met in Kensington Gardens. Some have taken Barrie to task for exploiting these boys in his works and in real life. They have suggested that Barrie might have been a pedophile or closeted homosexual. One critic, Jacqueline Rose, has even elaborated on the Peter Pan works as a case study to argue that children’s literature as a whole involves exploitive if not sadistic treatment of the characters of children in narratives, and that these narratives engender representations of childhood that basically satisfy the desires, urges, and drives of the author, rationalizing his or her behavior. Children’s literature, according to Rose, is not for the benefit or delight of children. Rather, the narrative manipulation may somehow be connected to the manner in which children are always used, if not exploited, by adults in the socialization process.

Viewed from a biographical and psychoanalytical perspective, the Peter Pan writings may indeed be loaded with controversial issues. Barrie was filled with all sorts of complexes and was clearly concerned about winning and holding his mother’s love, developing his sexual prowess, and proving himself as a brilliant man and writer. But it would be a great mistake to read and interpret his works solely from the viewpoint of his personal struggles. Most readers of the novel and viewers of  the play are probably attracted to Peter Pan, the boy, who never grows up and who refuses to integrate himself into normal English society, for many reasons other than those related to the struggles of Barrie’s life. There is something appealing on a broad cultural level about the rebellious character of Peter Pan that demands greater attention than Barrie’s problems, for Peter Pan is a cultural icon, a lonely rebel who refuses to be civilized. Moreover, he vigorously defends his lifestyle despite his loneliness. In this regard he resembles other major figures of children’s literature produced at about the same time—specifically, Huckleberry Finn of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) and Dorothy of The Wizard of Oz (1900). Huck declares at the end of Mark Twain’s novel that he would rather go to hell than be civilized; in L. Frank Baum’s The Emerald City of Oz (1910), the sixth novel of the series, Dorothy refuses to return to Kansas, and she remains in Oz for the rest of her life. More than Huck and Dorothy, Peter Pan keeps returning to insist that he can’t stay. He is always in our presence, and yet he denies us his presence even when we are seduced by him during performances of the play to cry out that we believe in fairies. What are we to make of these protagonists, who reject their societies to live in other realms? Was there something in the air in America and England at the turn of the century that produced these great works of children’s literature? Were these works of defiance? Why have they continued to play such a powerful role in American and British culture, up through the beginning of the twenty-first century?

Admittedly, we can never discover the “essential” meaning of the Peter Pan icon. The story behind the writer of the Peter Pan works and the story about the signification of the Peter Pan works have merged just as the stories, play, and novel about Peter Pan have become interwoven. However, it is important to try to distinguish between Barrie’s life and his works to grasp how they are connected and how they need to be unraveled and read in different ways, for Peter Pan is not J. M. Barrie, and Barrie was never certain what Peter meant or what he intended to do with Peter, Wendy, and the boys.

James Matthew Barrie was born in the Scottish village of Kirriemuir on May 9, 1860. He was the third son—and ninth child—of David Barrie, a handloom weaver, and his wife, Margaret Ogilvy. (In the Scottish tradition, his wife retained her family name.) One more daughter, Maggie, was born three years later. Though the family was large and money was scarce, the Barries were fiercely independent and believed strongly in the power of religion and education to improve their lot on earth. David Barrie and Margaret Ogilvy were also very ambitious for their children. Whatever money was made through weaving was to be used to further the education of the boys and to provide good Christian training for the girls. Moreover, everyone was expected to demonstrate loyalty to the family, and they did indeed support each other throughout their lives. For instance, Alexander (Alec), the eldest brother, born in 1842, was already at Aberdeen University when James Barrie was born. Soon after he became a master at Glasgow Academy, he helped finance his two brothers’ educations and could always be called upon to provide counsel.

There were, however, a few problems in the Barrie household, a typical family from this region of Scotland. The father was barely visible because he worked so much, and Margaret Ogilvy kept tight control over the children to make sure they were clean and industrious, went to church every Sunday, read the Bible, and did well at school. Though each child was looked after with great care, it was clear that the second son, David, born in 1853, was Margaret’s favorite and that she had high hopes he would become a famous Protestant minister in Scotland. In 1866, David was sent to Bothwell in Lanarkshire, where Alexander was principal of a small school, to be prepared for entrance examinations at either Glasgow or Aberdeen University. However, right before David’s fourteenth birthday in 1867, he had an accident while ice skating and died from a badly fractured skull. His death was particularly traumatic for his mother. According to Barrie’s later account, Margaret Ogilvy,  published in 1896, she went into a deep depression and remained melancholy for the rest of her life. Though he was only six at the time and barely remembered David, Barrie did recall  how he himself made up his mind to restore her to good health and happiness by becoming successful in life. Though not as studious as his older brothers, Barrie was an avid reader, often reading books with his mother, and he took a great interest in theater, using toy theaters to dramatize scenes from the Old Testament. He was also a prankster and developed a great love for cricket. His parents’ expectations for him were never great, but his mother did take comfort in sharing stories with him, and, as he wrote, “I sat a great deal on her bed trying to make her forget him, which was my crafty way of playing physician.”

To a certain degree, the young Barrie, who did not totally abandon his carefree ways, assumed the role of doctor in the family from that point on—a role that he would play throughout the rest of his life. Barrie came to love doctoring, and not just his mother. As he grew older, he doctored people in all his relations, prescribing how they should feel, what they should do, and what medicine they should take in certain instances—basically, ordering their lives for them. But first he had to doctor himself—to learn and decide what he wanted to do.

From the ages of eight to eighteen, his education was supervised by his brother Alec at Glasgow Academy and at Dumfries Academy. He was a better-than-average student and an avid reader of English and American literature, and he founded an Amateur Dramatic Club. But his overall grades were not strong enough for him to obtain a scholarship to the university, and anyway he hoped that his family would support his decision to become a freelance writer upon graduation from Dumfries. Despite his desires, however, and despite the fact that he had not won a scholarship, his parents insisted that he study for a degree at the university. Once again, Alec intervened, telling James that he would pay for his education at Edinburgh University, where David Masson, a great scholar of literature, might take him under his wing. Because Barrie could never bear to hurt his family, he agreed to study for four years to obtain a Master of Arts, with a specialization in literature.

At eighteen Barrie had not grown much taller than five-feet-one or -two, and he felt awkward and shy in public. He had  never had a romantic relationship with a girl. Socially, his adaptation to university life was difficult. Moreover, he dreaded the required courses in the sciences and had to lead an ascetic life in Edinburgh due to meager finances. But Barrie was always enterprising and determined to make his mark as a writer. Within the first year of his studies, he managed to become a freelance drama critic for the Edinburgh Courant and reviewed plays in Edinburgh, Glasgow, and other cities. In addition, he joined a debating society and gradually learned to overcome his shyness. During his four years at the university he studied hard, attended the theater as much as possible, formed friendships with other male students, and finally earned his M.A. in April of 1882.

Despite the degree, Barrie found himself in the same position in which he had been when he had graduated from Dumfries Academy four years earlier—with a great desire to become a writer, but with no job and no prospects for work. Thus it remained until the winter of 1882, when one of his sisters, Jane Ann, happened to see an advertisement for a journalist who could write lead articles for the Nottingham Journal, an English newspaper. Barrie applied on a lark, and to his great surprise, he received the post and an opportunity to write not only feature articles for the newspaper but also reviews, stories, and skits. Some of these writings were also published in London magazines. Unfortunately, by October of 1884, he was dismissed because the owners of the newspaper were losing money and decided to print syndicated articles rather than paying their own journalists.

No sooner did Barrie return to Kirriemuir than he began making plans to move to London, where he had some success in selling articles to various magazines and newspapers. In March of 1885 he finally took up residence in London near the British Museum, and threw himself into his work. Within five years he was regarded as one of the most promising young writers in England. He published numerous articles and stories in the St. James’s Gazette, Spectator, Chambers Journal, and other newspapers and magazines, as well as writing skits and small plays. His first major book publication, Auld Licht Idylls  (1888), a collection of sketches of rural Scotland during the early nineteenth century and based in part on his mother’s reminiscences, was a relative success. It was followed by a similar book, A Window in Thrums (1889), which did not do well. But his first novel, The Little Minister (1891), was hugely popular. Set in Scotland in 1840 during the Weavers’ Riots, it concerns a “little” minister who falls in love with a Gypsy and must contend with the people of his town, who object to his nonconformist behavior. The novel was adapted for the stage in 1897 and made a name for Barrie in England and America, not only as a novelist but also as a dramatist. However, before turning mainly to the theater, he honed his skills as a prose fiction writer.

In 1896, after publishing collections of his stories and sketches, he produced two important works: Margaret Ogilvy,  the biography of his mother, which in part created the legend of young Jamie, who could never replace his dead brother in his mother’s eyes; and Sentimental Tommy, which dealt with a young dreamer and had strong autobiographical elements that were also incorporated into the sequel, Tommy and Grizel  (1900). The second novel was a harbinger of Peter Pan, with such notable passages by the fictitious narrator as: 



Poor Tommy! he was still a boy, he was ever a boy, trying sometimes, as now, to be a man, and always when he looked round he ran back to his boyhood as if he saw it holding out its arms to him and inviting him to come back and play. He was so fond of being a boy that he could not grow up. . . . But here, five and twenty years later, is the biography, with the title changed. You may wonder that I had the heart to write it. I do it, I have sometimes pretended to myself, that we may all laugh at the stripping of a rogue, but that was never my main reason. Have I been too cunning, or have you seen through me all the time? Have you discovered that I was really pitying the boy who was so fond of boyhood that he could not with years become a man, telling nothing about him that was not true, but doing it with unnecessary scorn in the hope that I might goad you into crying, “Come, come, you are too hard on him.”



Such passages are significant because they reveal how early in his writings Barrie tried to objectivize himself as the boy who wouldn’t grow up. He consciously—and, one might add, successfully—developed a manipulative narrative style through the use of a fictional author who plays on the sympathies of his readers with charm and wit. All the time Barrie was doctoring his life story, almost as if he were writing the “fairy tale of my life,” as Hans Christian Andersen had done in his autobiography. Like Andersen, Barrie did not reveal truths about himself; rather, he doctored his writings to conceal terrifying insights into his own psyche and behavior. Many writers compose autobiographical works to construct legends about themselves and prevent the public from forming their own opinions about them. Barrie was no different—he always tried to censor and govern his relations with the outer world.

And relate he did—on a grand scale. The more famous he became in the 1890s, the more he began taking an interest in grand society and in young women. Barrie’s financial situation improved immensely, allowing him to move to grander living quarters and to dine and mix with people of the upper classes. With more fame and confidence he began dating young actresses, whom he had always admired but felt too shy to meet. By the time his play Walker, London (1892) was produced in London, he had fallen in love with Mary Ansell, a talented, beautiful actress. During a long courtship with her, he knew that she wanted to marry him, but he hesitated for months to ask her. In one of the more telling accounts of his life, J. M. Barrie: The Man Behind the Image, Janet Dunbar comments: 



Heaven knows what dark night of the soul James Matthew Barrie went through at the idea of a union with a flesh and blood woman. He would never again be able to escape into romantic images when life brought his high-powered imagination into conflict with the realities of marriage. How much did Barrie know about himself? Did he know, or did he suspect, that he lacked virility and should not marry at all? It is difficult to believe that he never thought about sex, with that imagination; but, equally, it is not difficult to understand why he still flinched away  from any full-blooded approach to women. Margaret Ogilvy had put her thumbmark on him in his most impressionable years, and subconsciously he still accepted her appalling puritanical attitude that a man’s relations with his wife were “regrettable but necessary.” It is probable that the only way he could resolve the complexes which this attitude set up was by sublimating his natural desires—turning them into a kind of romantic worship which he knew in his inner heart was false, but which he was not able to help. His pathological shyness must also have been a factor (J. M. Barrie: The Man Behind the Image, 10).



 

Yet he overcame his shyness and doubts and married Mary Ansell on July 4, 1894. They took their honeymoon in Switzerland, where, according to his wife, their marriage was never sexually consummated. Ironically, the unproductive years of their marriage, which ended in divorce in 1909, coincided with one of Barrie’s most productive periods. Not only did he write the novel The Little White Bird (1902), with key chapters introducing Peter Pan to the world (published separately in 1906 in Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens), he also produced some of his great plays, such as The Little Minister (1897), Quality Street (1902), The Admirable Crichton (1902), Little Mary  (1903), Peter Pan (1904), What Every Woman Knows (1908), and A Slice of Life (1910). Moreover, he corresponded with most of the great writers of his time, including Arthur Conan Doyle, Robert Louis Stevenson, Thomas Hardy, H. G. Wells, and others, and he was personally acquainted with many other leading figures in theatrical and literary circles. Thanks in large part to the gracious help of Mary Ansell, and despite major difficulties within their marriage, he held parties in his home and attended dinners at the homes of the social elite in London.

Barrie’s most memorable and notable social event of this period, however, took place not with adults, but with three small boys in Kensington Gardens. Barrie and his wife had moved to a spacious dwelling at Leinster Corner, very near Kensington Gardens, and Barrie customarily took walks there with his large St. Bernard dog, Porthos. In the summer of 1897, he happened to encounter Mary Hodgson, a nurse, who was taking a stroll  with the Llewelyn Davies boys: four-year-old George, and his younger brothers Jack and Peter, ages three and one, respectively. Attracted by the boys, Barrie began performing magic feats and playing with them. He continued doing this throughout the summer and into the fall, often inventing stories about fairies, pirates, magical islands, and strange characters. It was not until a dinner party later in the year that Barrie met their mother, Sylvia Llewelyn Davies, daughter of the novelist George du Maurier and sister of the actor Gerald du Maurier, who was later to make the role of Captain Hook famous. Sylvia Davies, a beautiful and gracious young woman, thirty-one at the time, was married to a struggling young lawyer named Arthur, who was thirty-four. Once Barrie realized that Sylvia was the mother of the Davies boys he had met in Kensington Gardens, he felt a strong rapport with her. Whether he fell in love with Sylvia as an ideal woman and mother is insignificant. What is significant is that Barrie embraced and consumed her and her family for the rest of their lives.

Whether one calls Barrie’s relations with Sylvia and Arthur and their five sons—they later added two more, Michael (born in 1900) and Nicholas (Nico, born in 1903)—invasive, infiltrating, manipulative, and obsessive, the fact is that he took over and “doctored” their lives the way he doctored his fictional works, endeavoring to alter and change the narratives of their lives according to his imagination and whimsy. This is not to say that Barrie was a monster or a dictator, or that he was even fully conscious of how intrusive he could be. Barrie was very loyal, generous, and kind. But he was also a driven man who apparently did not reflect much upon the drives that possessed him in his relations with close friends, and especially women. Thus there was always a price to be paid for the interest he took in people, and for his generosity. In fact, Arthur Davies, and later one of his sons, Peter, did not appreciate Barrie’s involvement in the family.

Yet, once attached, Barrie would not be shaken off. By 1898, after he had met Sylvia, he was no longer satisfied to meet the boys in Kensington Gardens; he now followed them home and often invited himself for tea or dinner. His stories about fairies  expanded, and he named Peter Pan after both the third Davies son and Pan, the mythic god of herds, known for his riotous behavior and revelry. Of course, Barrie’s Pan was not as virile and licentious as the Arcadian god. Rather, he was a little boy locked out of his mother’s home, a boy who could fly and had learned to fend for himself in the fairy realm of Kensington Gardens—but outside this realm, he was powerless.

In the meantime, Mary (Ansell) Barrie, who had realized very early that she was in a dilemma of a marriage, had bought a cottage in Surrey, outside London, which she redecorated and made into a country home to which friends and relatives were invited. The Davieses were among the guests, and it was there that Barrie took photographs of the boys and Porthos that he made into a book titled The Boy Castaways of Blacklake Island Being a Record of the Terrible Adventures of the Brothers Davies in the Summer of 1901. One copy he kept for himself, and the other he gave to the boys’ father, Arthur, who pointedly left the book in a train. However, despite this “literary” loss, Barrie was not yet done with the Davies boys and Peter Pan.

Their next appearance would occur in several chapters that he had already begun writing for The Little White Bird (1902), a novel published for adults, in which the narrator muses about his encounters in Kensington Gardens with a little boy named David. It was also during this time, at Christmas to be exact, that Barrie took Jack, George, and Peter Davies to see a musical play for children in London—Bluebell in Fairyland. One of the first commercial plays performed explicitly for children, it concerned a little flower girl who wanders off to fairyland, where she has exciting adventures, only to learn at the end of the play that she has been dreaming. The charming plot influenced Barrie’s own imagination. More important, it prompted him to consider writing a fairy-tale play for children and adults in which he could incorporate the many notes that he had been writing about Peter Pan.

Due to his involvement in other projects, Barrie could not fully turn his attention to the figure of Peter Pan, who haunted his imagination, until October of 1903. Then, as his private notebooks reveal, he worked feverishly on the play and completed a first draft on March 1, 1904. He intended to offer the play to his American friend and producer, Charles Frohman, who was due to arrive in London at Easter. In the meantime, he tried to interest the great English actor Beerbohm Tree in the role of Mr. Darling, and gave him a private reading. Tree was disappointed—perhaps shocked—by this spectacular fairy-tale play, a genre in which Barrie had not written prior to that time. Tree wrote to Frohman to alert him that “Barrie has gone out of his mind. . . . I’m sorry to say it, but you ought to know it. He’s just read me his new play. He is going to read it to you. I know I have not gone woozy in my mind, because I have tested myself since hearing the play; but Barrie must be mad.”

However, the play had just the opposite effect on Frohman, who became so enthusiastic about it that he scheduled it for production at the Duke of York’s Theatre in time for the Christmas season on December 27, 1904. With such encouragement, Barrie began an intense period of preparing Peter Pan  for performance, rewriting the script six times. Afraid that the audience—largely adults—would not respond as he wished to the fantastic story, he instructed the members of the orchestra to put down their instruments and clap when Peter appealed for help to save Tinker Bell’s life and cried out, “If you believe in fairies, clap your hands.” However, there had been no need for these instructions, for the audience clapped thunderously, causing Nina Boucicault, the actress playing Peter, to burst into tears. The play was such a success that the first run lasted until April of 1905, went on tour, and was successfully produced in New York. Indeed, Peter Pan continued to be performed in London every Christmas during Barrie’s lifetime and beyond. However, he did not publish the final revised script until 1928, the same year in which he bequeathed all royalties from the play to the Hospital for Sick Children, Great Ormond Street.

Even if Peter Pan had not been such a success, Barrie had achieved fame as a dramatist. The play served only to make him extraordinarily famous and wealthy. Yet fame and money never went to his head; he lived for his projects. Barrie carried a notebook with him at all times and was constantly jotting down ideas for stories or plays. He was the consummate workaholic, who neglected his wife and felt more at home in his study than anywhere else. Perhaps, one could argue, he felt more at home in another realm—his imagination. If Barrie had spare time, it was spent mainly with the Llewelyn Davies family, but a series of tragedies was soon to disrupt the idyllic relations he thought he had formed.

In 1906 Barrie, who had already lost his mother and father and other members of his family, was saddened to learn that Arthur Davies had cancer. Although Barrie had always been distrusted and disliked by Davies, he became even more devoted to him and his family during Davies’s illness, often providing financial assistance. After a courageous struggle, Davies died on April 19, 1907. Meanwhile, unknown to Barrie, who had now assumed the role of surrogate father and husband in the Davies household, his own wife was having an affair. Though he had just written one of his best social satires about human relations, What Every Woman Knows (1908), he was not very perceptive regarding his most intimate relationship, and his own marriage ended in a divorce in 1909, when he finally learned about Mary’s affair. Shaken by this break, he could barely write plays after this, for not only had Mary left him, but Sylvia Davies had also become seriously ill in the summer of 1909. She died the following year, on August 27, 1910.

Distraught and depressed, Barrie took solace in the thought that Sylvia had supposedly promised to marry him. What probably sustained him more, though, was his new role as surrogate father to the five Davies boys. Later in his life Peter Davies commented on some of Barrie’s letters: 



Though it is nowhere explicitly stated, there is a clear enough underlying assumption that the principal part in the direction of her sons’ destinies would be taken by J.M.B. He is named more often and more prominently than any of the other “trustees and guardians.” On the other hand there is no suggestion that he was able to have sole control, either financially—but perhaps the financial vagueness of the will suggests that this was taken for granted—or as guide counsellor and friend (J. M. Barrie: The Man Behind the Image, 241).



Actually, it did not matter what the will stated; Barrie took charge of the boys. Significantly, it was at exactly this time that Barrie adapted the play Peter Pan and wrote the novel Peter and Wendy, which was published in 1911.

Even as he sought to take control of “my boys,” as he called them, and even though he was anointed a baron and became Sir James Barrie in 1913, he could not determine the destinies of those closest to him. The tragedies continued. Barrie’s brother Alec, who had played such a great role in his youth, died in 1913. George, the eldest Davies son, was killed in 1915 while fighting in World War I. That same year, his close friend Charles Frohman, who had produced Peter Pan, lost his life while traveling to London to see Barrie and to take care of business affairs, when the luxury liner Lusitania was torpedoed and sunk on May 7. Peter, the third eldest Davies son, went to France in 1917 only to return from the war shattered. Even after the war ended in 1918 there was more tragedy in store for Barrie when his favorite Davies son, Michael, died in a swimming accident on May 27, 1921.

This last death was particularly devastating for Barrie because he had been very close to Michael and had great expectations for him. Fortunately for Barrie, in 1917 he had met Lady Cynthia Asquith, who became his private secretary and emotional support in his later years. When they met, Lady Cynthia was thirty years old and the mother of two sons. A beautiful and gifted woman who eventually published some books for children and her memoirs, Lady Cynthia was also a replacement for Sylvia Davies. Yet she played a different role than Sylvia Davies had. As much as Barrie proceeded to invade and take over her life and family, she took over his and became responsible for the organization of his life, especially during the 1930s.

Although Barrie had one last successful play, Mary Rose,  produced in 1920, he had lost his joy in writing for the stage, having never reconciled himself to Michael’s death. On the other hand, with the help of Lady Asquith, he began writing and giving speeches and publishing short stories, attending social gatherings, and monitoring the activities of the three surviving Davies sons: Peter, Jack, and Nico. He did make one final, surprising effort to write a play with The Boy David (1936), a philosophical drama based on David’s days before he became King of Israel. But the play was produced in Edinburgh and London to little success. Barrie’s creative powers had by then reached an end. During the last few years of his life his health deteriorated, and he suffered from bouts of depression. Lady Asquith was called upon to nurse him, even though she herself was ill at the time. Barrie wavered in and out of depression and, at times, appeared morose and crazed. By June of 1937 he rarely left his apartment in London, even though he might enjoy an evening out. On June 13, he became seriously ill, and the Asquiths and Peter and Nicholas Davies took turns attending him until he died on June 19. He was buried in his hometown of Kirriemuir next to his mother, father, and siblings.

 

Very few critics have taken note of the fact that the novel Peter and Wendy was published in 1911, one year after Sylvia Llewelyn Davies’s death, and before Barrie had published a final version of the play. It was as though Barrie was prompted by Sylvia’s death to fix the script of all the Peter Pan writings in order to memorialize her and his encounters with her children. Up to that point he had produced numerous works that directly involved Peter Pan and his friends: The Boy Castaways of Blacklake Island (privately printed, 1901), The Little White Bird (1902), scripts for the production of Peter Pan, or The Boy Who Would Not Grow Up (1904), and Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens (1906). There were also other Peter Pan publications not authored by him—Daniel S. O’Connor’s Peter Pan Keepsake (1907); Daniel S. O’Connor and Alice Woodward’s  The Peter Pan Picture Book (1907); O. Herford’s The Peter Pan Alphabet Book (1909); and G. D. Drennan’s Peter Pan, His Book, His Pictures, His Career, His Friends (1909). Interestingly, Barrie’s novel is the only Peter Pan writing that mentions a character other than Peter in its title; significantly, it is Wendy, that is, the mother/wife figure related to Sylvia, the love of Barrie’s life, the dead woman who supposedly wanted to marry him.

Though Barrie wrote a scenario for a silent film of Peter Pan  and the short story “The Blot on Peter Pan” in 1926, and though he was to continue to doctor and revise the play Peter Pan until he published the full text in 1928, there is a sense that he wanted to provide definitive closure to the story with the publication of the prose novel in 1911: Peter goes on living in this work, while Wendy will die. And even though Wendy will die, her daughter and their daughters return to the immortal Peter. He will never be without her and her offspring, just as we are never without some version of Peter Pan.

The “definitive” novel is the most complicated and sophisticated of all the versions of Peter Pan, and though it may have been directed in part at young readers, it is clearly a testament to Sylvia and written primarily for adults. It is not fiction for children. There are too many in-jokes, asides, allusions, and intrusions made with the wink of an eye for children to fully grasp what is occurring throughout the novel. This is not to say that adult readers can entirely comprehend the meaning of Peter and Neverland, but it is apparent that the narrator of the novel is sharing his story with adults and, given his intimate knowledge of children and their world—something he tends to lord over his readers—he has made it his mission to explain children to adults: 



I don’t know whether you have ever seen a map of a person’s mind. Doctors sometimes draw maps of other parts of you, and your own map can become intensely interesting, but catch them trying to draw a map of a child’s mind, which is not only confused, but keeps going round all the time. There are zigzag lines on it, just like your temperature on a card, and these are probably roads in the island, for the Neverland is always more or less an island, with astonishing splashes of colour here and there, and coral reefs and rakish-looking craft in the offing, and savages and lonely lairs, and gnomes who are mostly tailors, and caves through which a river runs, and princes with six elder brothers, and a hut fast going to decay, and one very small old lady with a hooked nose.



After commenting that each child has a Neverland that possesses its own unique qualities, the narrator continues: 



[O]n the whole the Neverlands have a family resemblance, and if they stood still in a row you could say of them that they have each other’s nose, and so forth. On these magic shores children at play are for ever breaching their coracles. We too have been there; we can still hear the sound of the surf, though we shall land no more.



 

Paradoxically, it is the impossibility of capturing the fantastic experiences that Barrie himself sought to capture or recapture through the invention of an omniscient narrator who takes delight in playing with his readers and imparting his vast knowledge about children. This reading experience, which Barrie offers to adults, is in direct contrast to the experience that he had already provided them in his drama. Whereas the play, which can be equally enjoyed by children and adults, is demonstrative and filled with action that needs no detailed explanation, the novel, which is difficult for young readers to enjoy and at times ponderous, is explanatory and serves as a commentary to the play, with which, Barrie had to assume, most readers were—and still are—familiar.

Peter and Wendy is thus an anti-fairy tale that seeks to explicate mystery, whereas fairy tales simply display magic and mystery. It is a self-help book written by a doctoring author for those adults who have lost touch with their imagination and need to regain it through a re-introduction to children’s imaginative play. It is a prosaic novel intended to rekindle the light of a possible childhood experience that the narrator wants to preserve for eternity, or at least for as long as he lives—otherwise he would not tell it and explain to us so many details about the figment of his conceived notion of children’s imaginations.

In her brilliant analysis of the Peter Pan writings and cultural phenomenon, Jacqueline Rose maintains that “what Barrie’s  Peter and Wendy demonstrates too clearly for comfort is that language is not innocence (word and thing), but rather a taking  of sides one word against the other. In Peter and Wendy, the line between the narrator and his characters is not neat and/or invisible; it is marked out as a division, not to say opposition, or even war” (The Case of Peter Pan, 72-3). Rose argues that the narrator is never sure and assumes different roles as servant, author, and child. Moreover, Barrie himself, as author, was trying to bring together two different strands of children’s fiction that collided with one another in his novel: the adventure story for boys and the domestic and fairy story for girls. Barrie was unable to weave these strands together satisfactorily; rather, he revealed more about the impossibility of defining children and childhood than he realized. “Peter and Wendy  was . . . the response to a demand for a ‘classic,’ the definitive written text for children. Something definitive is, however, exactly what Barrie’s text failed to provide—either inside the book (the sliding of the narrator) or outside the book (all the other, more simple, versions which were to follow)” (The Case of Peter Pan, 85).

While there is a great deal of validity to Rose’s arguments and many other interpretative comments in her book, she makes a major mistake in considering Peter and Wendy a novel for children, that is, fiction for children. Though Barrie uses multiple narrative devices and shifts the perspective, the “doctoring” narrator is always addressing other adults as implicit readers of this novel, just as he does in Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens. And, though there is what Rose calls “slippage,” that is, though the narrator is slippery, Barrie, the author, is not. He is clearly in command of the characters, plot, and setting. He knows what he wants to present and does not hesitate to present an image of imaginative play by children.

Of course, there are multiple ways to interpret Peter and Wendy, and Rose’s interpretation is one of the most illuminating. However, some critics have astutely pointed out that the novel and the play reflect male anxiety at the end of the nineteenth century, when modernization was bringing about great changes in the family and workplace. Others have examined the nostalgic longing for an idyllic past of carefree boyhood, or the obvious unresolved oedipal relationship represented by the  mother role played by Wendy. None have viewed the novel, however, as a meta-commentary on the proper roles of fathers and mothers and as a handbook for adults on how imaginative play must be safeguarded for children so that they can evolve into responsible adults.

Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens and Peter Pan, which pre-dated Peter and Wendy, were incomplete works because they did not explain to adults what was missing in the stories and what the adults were missing in raising children. Therefore, Barrie wrote the “definitive” text to fix the words and notions of childcare—to define our view of Peter and his friends, and especially of Peter and his special virginal friend. Instead of viewing Peter Pan as merely an escapist figure, the eternal adolescent, the unfulfilled son, I would argue that Peter in the narrator’s version is mainly a rebel who consciously rejects the role of adulthood in conventional society because it has failed him. Adults have failed Peter. The educational system is repugnant. In some respects, Barrie’s work reflects his own struggle to conceive a different type of parent and familial relations that he missed during his youth. Therefore, parents and potential parents must be re-educated so that they will grant their children the freedom to fly off into their own realms and receive the nurturing that they want and need. It is through Peter’s help, for instance, that Wendy learns to become a mother, and it is through Wendy that Peter learns what it means to be a father. In Neverland, Peter does indeed become a surrogate father, while Wendy gains a strong sense of her maternal instincts. The entrance and passage through Neverland is a training ground for all children who have the good fortune to be allowed to release their imaginations. This construct enables Barrie to postulate a theory of mothering and fathering in which he strongly believed, even though he never had his own children. In Peter and Wendy he could take complete ownership of the child characters to show how a proper parent should treat his or her offspring. Viewed from this vantage point, Barrie’s sublimated neurosis has broader socio-psychological ramifications in his work, for Peter continually returns to children in the conventional world to guide them through experiences that enable  them to love, understand trust, and be loved in a conflicted but nurturing environment. Neverland thus retains a utopian value as part of what Herbert Marcuse in Eros and Civilization designated the romantic “great refusal” to participate in a society bent on “instrumentalizing the imagination.”

There is a price to be paid for being a rebel. The narrator tells us that Peter “had ecstasies innumerable that other children can never know; but he was looking through the window at the one joy from which he must be for ever barred.” This is in the next to last chapter, and the play, too, echoes his seemingly lonely position. But the novel does not end this way. In the final chapter Peter is not alone, and the narrator explains the importance of flights into fantasy and mothering. In fact, Wendy is the one who looks out the window in envy as her daughter Jane flies off with Peter to Neverland. The narrator tells us that Margaret, Jane’s daughter, will do the same, “and so it will go on, so long as children are gay and innocent and heartless.”

As we know, children are not gay and innocent and heartless. As we know, we cannot generalize about children and childhood. But Barrie is not afraid to generalize, and he does this by creating a confident and wise narrator. The narrator speaks almost as if he were a professional child and family psychologist and knows all there is to know about children and their imaginative realms and the necessity to keep fantasy alive.

Once he created Peter Pan, Barrie wanted his readers and viewers to keep returning to him and to all the writings about him. He did not mind the various spectacles made out of his symbolic figure, and probably would not have minded all the films and artifacts that have followed because he had fixed the story as history and commentary in Peter and Wendy. Ironically, Peter, who declares in the play and in the novel, “I don’t want to go to school and learn solemn things. . . . I don’t want to be a man,” has been brought to schools beginning with an authorized school edition of the novel in 1915 (and countless school productions of the play) and is known more through adulterated versions than through the definitive edition. The imaginative spirit that Barrie created to oppose institutionalization  became institutionalized and commercialized throughout the twentieth century. Nevertheless, Peter Pan, like his creator, is an intrusive and unpredictable figure who keeps returning to doctor our reality and to cart away those people still willing to believe in the power of fairies.
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A Note on the Texts and Illustrations

The texts in this volume are based on the following editions: Barrie, J. M. Peter and Wendy. Author’s Edition. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1911.

Barrie, J. M. The Little White Bird. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1902. Chapters 13-18.

Francis Donkin Bedford (1864-1954) did the original illustrations for Peter and Wendy in 1911. There were many different illustrators for the book afterward. Bedford was trained as an architect and was adroit at drawing large landscapes and detailed illustrations of action scenes. He made a name for himself by illustrating E. V. Lucas’s verses in The Book of Shops in 1899, and during his lifetime he produced superb drawings for books by Charles Dickens, George MacDonald, and Ann and Jane Taylor.

Arthur Rackham (1867-1939) was called upon to design the illustrations for Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens (1906), which included six chapters from The Little White Bird. Influenced by Japanese prints and the pre-Raphaelites, Rackham developed his own unique style of watercolors and dynamic line drawings. He became recognized as a gifted illustrator in 1896 with his drawings for S. J. Adair Fitzgerald’s Zanikwank and the Bletherwitch. His next great illustrations were produced for Washington Irving’s Rip Van Winkle (1905) and were followed by numerous award-winning pictures for the works of Lewis Carroll, the Brothers Grimm, Christina Rossetti, Charles Dickens, and Aesop. Rackham made a practice of  exhibiting his drawings at the Leceister Galleries, and the managers of the galleries brought Rackham together with Barrie, who conceived the idea of collaborating with the illustrator by separating the chapters from The Little White Bird to make an independent book.




PETER AND WENDY
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CHAPTER I

PETER BREAKS THROUGH

All children, except one, grow up. They soon know that they will grow up, and the way Wendy1 knew was this: One day when she was two years old she was playing in a garden, and she plucked another flower and ran with it to her mother. I suppose she must have looked rather delightful, for Mrs. Darling put her hand to her heart and cried, “Oh, why can’t you remain like this for ever!” This was all that passed between them on the subject, but henceforth Wendy knew that she must grow up. You always know after you’re two. Two is the beginning of the end.

Of course they lived at 14, and until Wendy came her mother was the chief one. She was a lovely lady, with a romantic mind and such a sweet mocking mouth. Her 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; and her sweet mocking mouth had one kiss2 on it that Wendy could never get, though there it was, perfectly conspicuous in the right-hand corner.

The way Mr. Darling won her was this: the many gentlemen who had been boys when she was a girl discovered simultaneously that they loved her, and they all ran to her house to propose to her except Mr. Darling, who took a cab and nipped in first, and so he got her. He got all of her, except the innermost box and the kiss. He never knew about the box, and in time he gave up trying for the kiss. Wendy thought Napoleon could have got it, but I can picture him trying, and then going off in a passion, slamming the door.

Mr. Darling used to boast to Wendy that her mother not only  loved him but respected him. He 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.

Mrs. Darling was married in white, and at first she kept the books perfectly, almost gleefully, as if it were a game, not so much as a Brussels sprout was missing; but by and by whole cauliflowers dropped out, and instead of them there were pictures of babies without faces. She drew them when she should have been totting up. They were Mrs. Darling’s guesses.

Wendy came first, then John, then Michael.

For a week or two after Wendy came it was doubtful whether they would be able to keep her, as she was another mouth to feed. Mr. Darling was frightfully proud of her, but he was very honourable, and he sat on the edge of Mrs. Darling’s bed, holding her hand and calculating expenses, while she looked at him imploringly. She wanted to risk it, come what might, but that was not his way; his way was with a pencil and a piece of paper, and if she confused him with suggestions he had to begin at the beginning again.

“Now don’t interrupt,” he would beg of her.

“I have one pound seventeen3 here, and two six at the office; I can cut off my coffee at the office, say ten shillings, making two nine and six, with your eighteen and three makes three nine seven, with five naught naught in my cheque-book makes eight nine seven—who is that moving?—eight nine seven, dot and carry seven—don’t speak, my own—and the pound you lent to that man who came to the door—quiet, child—dot and carry child—there, you’ve done it!—did I say nine nine seven? yes, I said nine nine seven; the question is, can we try it for a year on nine nine seven?”

“Of course we can, George,” she cried. But she was prejudiced in Wendy’s favour, and he was really the grander character of the two.

“Remember mumps,” he warned her almost threateningly, and off he went again. “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,4  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.

There was the same excitement over John, and Michael had even a narrower squeak; but both were kept, and soon, you might have seen the three of them going in a row to Miss Fulsom’s Kindergarten school, accompanied by their nurse.

Mrs. Darling loved to have everything just so, and Mr. Darling had a passion for being exactly like his neighbours; so, of course, they had a nurse. As they were poor, owing to the amount of milk the children drank, this nurse was a prim Newfoundland dog,5 called Nana, who had belonged to no one in particular until the Darlings engaged her. She had always thought children important, however, and the Darlings had become acquainted with her in Kensington Gardens,6 where she spent most of her spare time peeping into perambulators, and was much hated by careless nursemaids, whom she followed to their homes and complained of to their mistresses. She proved to be quite a treasure of a nurse. How thorough she was at bath-time, and up at any moment of the night if one of her charges made the slightest cry. Of course her kennel was in the nursery. She had a genius for knowing when a cough is a thing to have no patience with and when it needs stocking round your throat. She believed to her last day in old-fashioned remedies like rhubarb leaf, and made sounds of contempt over all this new-fangled talk about germs, and so on. It was a lesson in propriety to see her escorting the children to school, walking sedately by their side when they were well behaved, and butting them back into line if they strayed. On John’s footer days she never once forgot his sweater, and she usually carried an umbrella in her mouth in case of rain. There is a room in the basement of Miss Fulsom’s school where the nurses wait. They sat on forms, while Nana lay on the floor, but that was the only difference. They affected to ignore her as of an inferior social status to themselves, and she despised their light talk. She resented visits to the nursery from Mrs. Darling’s friends, but if they did come she first whipped off Michael’s pinafore and put him into the one with blue braiding, and smoothed out Wendy and made a dash at John’s hair.

No nursery could possibly have been conducted more correctly, and Mr. Darling knew it, yet he sometimes wondered uneasily whether the neighbours talked.

He had his position in the city to consider.

Nana also troubled him in another way. He had sometimes a feeling that she did not admire him. “I know she admires you tremendously, George,”7 Mrs. Darling would assure him, and then she would sign to the children to be specially nice to father. Lovely dances followed, in which the only other servant, Liza, was sometimes allowed to join. Such a midget she looked in her long skirt and maid’s cap, though she had sworn, when engaged, that she would never see ten again. The gaiety of those romps! And gayest of all was Mrs. Darling, who would pirouette so wildly that all you could see of her was the kiss, and then if you had dashed at her you might have got it. There never was a simpler happier family until the coming of Peter Pan.

Mrs. Darling first heard of Peter when she was tidying up her children’s minds. It is the nightly custom of every good mother after her children are asleep to rummage in their minds and put things straight for next morning, repacking into their proper places the many articles that have wandered during the day. If you could keep awake (but of course you can’t) you would see your own mother doing this, and you would find it very interesting to watch her. It is quite like tidying up drawers. You would see her on her knees, I expect, lingering humorously over some of your contents, wondering where on earth you had picked this thing up, making discoveries sweet and not so sweet, pressing this to her cheek as if it were as nice as a kitten, and hurriedly stowing that out of sight. When you wake in the morning, the naughtinesses 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.

I don’t know whether you have ever seen a map of a person’s mind. Doctors sometimes draw maps of other parts of you, and your own map can become intensely interesting, but catch them trying to draw a map of a child’s mind, which is not only confused, but keeps going round all the time. There are zigzag lines on it, just like your temperature on a card, and these are probably roads in the island, for the Neverland8 is always more or less an island, with astonishing splashes of colour here and there, and coral reefs and rakish-looking craft in the offing, and savages and lonely lairs, and gnomes who are mostly tailors, and caves through which a river runs, and princes with six elder brothers, and a hut fast going to decay, and one very small old lady with a hooked nose. It would be an easy map if that were all, but there is also first day at school, religion, fathers, the round pond, needle-work, murders, hangings, verbs that take the dative, chocolate pudding day, getting into braces, say ninety-nine, threepence for pulling out your tooth yourself, and so on, and either these are part of the island or they are another map showing through, and it is all rather confusing, especially as nothing will stand still.

Of course the Neverlands vary a good deal. John’s, for instance, had a lagoon with flamingoes flying over it at which John was shooting, while Michael, who was very small, had a flamingo with lagoons flying over it. John lived in a boat turned upside down on the sands, Michael in a wigwam, Wendy in a house of leaves deftly sewn together. John had no friends, Michael had friends at night, Wendy had a pet wolf forsaken by its parents. But on the whole the Neverlands have a family resemblance, and if they stood still in a row you could say of them that they have each other’s nose, and so forth. On these magic shores children at play are for ever beaching their coracles. 9 We too have been there; we can still hear the sound of the surf, though we shall land no more.

Of all delectable islands the Neverland is the snuggest and most compact, not large and sprawly, you know, with tedious distances between one adventure and another, but nicely crammed. When you play at it by day with the chairs and tablecloth, it is not in the least alarming, but in the two minutes before you go to sleep it becomes very nearly real. That is why there are night-lights.

Occasionally in her travels through her children’s minds Mrs. Darling found things she could not understand, and of these quite the most perplexing was the word Peter. She knew of no Peter, and yet he was here and there in John and Michael’s minds, while Wendy’s began to be scrawled all over with him. The name stood out in bolder letters than any of the other words, and as Mrs. Darling gazed she felt that it had an oddly cocky appearance.

“Yes, he is rather cocky,” Wendy admitted with regret. Her mother had been questioning her.

“But who is he, my pet?”

“He is Peter Pan, you know, Mother.”

At first Mrs. Darling did not know, but after thinking back into her childhood she just remembered a Peter Pan who was said to live with the fairies. There were odd stories about him, as that when children died he went part of the way with them, so that they should not be frightened. She had believed in him at the time, but now that she was married and full of sense she quite doubted whether there was any such person.

“Besides,” she said to Wendy, “he would be grown up by this time.”

“Oh no, he isn’t grown up,” Wendy assured her confidently, “and he is just my size.” She meant that he was her size in both mind and body; she didn’t know how she knew it, she just knew it.

Mrs. Darling consulted Mr. Darling, but he smiled pooh-pooh. “Mark my words,” he said, “it is some nonsense Nana has been putting into their heads; just the sort of idea a dog would have. Leave it alone, and it will blow over.”

But it would not blow over, and soon the troublesome boy gave Mrs. Darling quite a shock.

Children have the strangest adventures without being troubled by them. For instance, they may remember to mention, a week after the event happened, that when they were in the wood they met their dead father and had a game with him. It was in this casual way that Wendy one morning made a disquieting revelation. Some leaves of a tree had been found on the nursery floor, which certainly were not there when the children went to bed, and Mrs. Darling was puzzling over them when Wendy said with a tolerant smile:

“I do believe it is that Peter again!”

“Whatever do you mean, Wendy?”

“It is so naughty of him not to wipe,”10 Wendy said, sighing. She was a tidy child.

She explained in quite a matter-of-fact way that she thought Peter sometimes came to the nursery in the night and sat on the foot of her bed and played on his pipes to her. Unfortunately she never woke, so she didn’t know how she knew, she just knew.

“What nonsense you talk, precious! No one can get into the house without knocking.”

“I think he comes in by the window,” she said.

“My love, it is three floors up.”

“Weren’t the leaves at the foot of the window, Mother?”

It was quite true; the leaves had been found very near the window.

Mrs. Darling did not know what to think, for it all seemed so natural to Wendy that you could not dismiss it by saying she had been dreaming.

“My child,” the mother cried, “why did you not tell me of this before?”

“I forgot,” said Wendy lightly. She was in a hurry to get her breakfast.

Oh, surely she must have been dreaming.

But, on the other hand, there were the leaves. Mrs. Darling examined them carefully; they were skeleton leaves, but she was sure they did not come from any tree that grew in England. She crawled about the floor, peering at it with a candle for marks of a strange foot. She rattled the poker up the chimney and tapped the walls. She let down a tape from the window to the pavement, and it was a sheer drop of thirty feet, without so much as a spout to climb up by.

Certainly Wendy had been dreaming.

But Wendy had not been dreaming, as the very next night  showed, the night on which the extraordinary adventures of these children may be said to have begun.

On the night we speak of all the children were once more in bed. It happened to be Nana’s evening off, and Mrs. Darling had bathed them and sung to them till one by one they had let go her hand and slid away into the land of sleep.

All were looking so safe and cosy that she smiled at her fears now and sat down tranquilly by the fire to sew.

It was something for Michael, who on his birthday was getting into shirts. The fire was warm, however, and the nursery dimly lit by three nightlights, and presently the sewing lay on Mrs. Darling’s lap. Then her head nodded, oh, so gracefully. She was asleep. Look at the four of them, Wendy and Michael over there, John here, and Mrs. Darling by the fire. There should have been a fourth night-light.

While she slept she had a dream. She dreamt that the Neverland had come too near and that a strange boy had broken through from it. He did not alarm her, for she thought she had seen him before in the faces of many women who have no children. Perhaps he is to be found in the faces of some mothers also. But in her dream he had rent the film that obscures the Neverland, and she saw Wendy and John and Michael peeping through the gap.

The dream by itself would have been a trifle, but while she was dreaming the window of the nursery blew open, and a boy did drop on the floor. He was accompanied by a strange light, no bigger than your fist, which darted about the room like a living thing, and I think it must have been this light that wakened Mrs. Darling.

She started up with a cry, and saw the boy, and somehow she knew at once that he was Peter Pan. If you or I or Wendy had been there we should have seen that he was very like Mrs. Darling’s kiss. He was a lovely boy, clad in skeleton leaves and the juices that ooze out of trees, but the most entrancing thing about him was that he had all his first teeth. When he saw she was a grown-up, he gnashed the little pearls at her.
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CHAPTER II

THE SHADOW

Mrs. Darling screamed, and, as if in answer to a bell, the door opened, and Nana entered, returned from her evening out. She growled and sprang at the boy, who leapt lightly through the window. Again Mrs. Darling screamed, this time in distress for him, for she thought he was killed, and she ran down into the street to look for his little body, but it was not there; and she looked up, and in the black night she could see nothing but what she thought was a shooting star.

She returned to the nursery, and found Nana with something in her mouth, which proved to be the boy’s shadow. As he leapt at the window Nana had closed it quickly, too late to catch him, but his shadow had not had time to get out; slam went the window and snapped it off.

You may be sure Mrs. Darling examined the shadow carefully, but it was quite the ordinary kind.

Nana had no doubt of what was the best thing to do with this shadow. She hung it out at the window, meaning “He is sure to come back for it; let us put it where he can get it easily without disturbing the children.”

But unfortunately Mrs. Darling could not leave it hanging out at the window, it looked so like the washing and lowered the whole tone of the house. She thought of showing it to Mr. Darling, but he was totting up winter great-coats for John and Michael, with a wet towel round his head to keep his brain clear, and it seemed a shame to trouble him; besides, she knew exactly what he would say: “It all comes of having a dog for a nurse.”

She decided to roll the shadow up and put it away carefully  in a drawer, until a fitting opportunity came for telling her husband. Ah me!

The opportunity came a week later, on that never-to-be-forgotten Friday. Of course it was a Friday.

“I ought to have been specially careful on a Friday,” she used to say afterwards to her husband, while perhaps Nana was on the other side of her, holding her hand.

“No, no,” Mr. Darling always said, “I am responsible for it all. I, George Darling, did it. Mea culpa, mea culpa.”1 He had had a classical education.

They sat thus night after night recalling that fatal Friday, till every detail of it was stamped on their brains and came through on the other side like the faces on a bad coinage.

“If only I had not accepted that invitation to dine at 27,” Mrs. Darling said.

“If only I had not poured my medicine into Nana’s bowl,” said Mr. Darling.

“If only I had pretended to like the medicine,” was what Nana’s wet eyes said.

“My liking for parties, George.”

“My fatal gift of humour, dearest.”

“My touchiness about trifles, dear master and mistress.”

Then one or more of them would break down altogether; Nana at the thought, “It ’s true, it ’s true, they ought not to have had a dog for a nurse.” Many a time it was Mr. Darling who put the handkerchief to Nana’s eyes.

“That fiend!” Mr. Darling would cry, and Nana’s bark was the echo of it, but Mrs. Darling never upbraided Peter; there was something in the right-hand corner of her mouth that wanted her not to call Peter names.

They would sit there in the empty nursery, recalling fondly every smallest detail of that dreadful evening. It had begun so uneventfully, so precisely like a hundred other evenings, with Nana putting on the water for Michael’s bath and carrying him to it on her back.

“I won’t go to bed,” he had shouted, like one who still believed that he had the last word on the subject, “I won’t, I won’t. Nana, it is n’t six o’clock yet. Oh dear, oh dear, I sha’n’t  love you any more, Nana. I tell you I won’t be bathed, I won’t, I won’t!”

Then Mrs. Darling had come in, wearing her white evening-gown. She had dressed early because Wendy so loved to see her in her evening-gown, with the necklace George had given her. She was wearing Wendy’s bracelet on her arm; she had asked for the loan of it. Wendy so loved to lend her bracelet to her mother.

She had found her two older children playing at being herself and father on the occasion of Wendy’s birth, and John was saying:

“I am happy to inform you, Mrs. Darling, that you are now a mother,” in just such a tone as Mr. Darling himself may have used on the real occasion.

Wendy had danced with joy, just as the real Mrs. Darling must have done.

Then John was born, with the extra pomp that he conceived due to the birth of a male, and Michael came from his bath to ask to be born also, but John said brutally that they did not want any more.

Michael had nearly cried. “Nobody wants me,” he said, and of course the lady in evening-dress could not stand that.

“I do,” she said, “I so want a third child.”

“Boy or girl?” asked Michael, not too hopefully.

“Boy.”

Then he had leapt into her arms. Such a little thing for Mr. and Mrs. Darling and Nana to recall now, but not so little if that was to be Michael’s last night in the nursery.

They go on with their recollections.

“It was then that I rushed in like a tornado, wasn’t it?” Mr. Darling would say, scorning himself; and indeed he had been like a tornado.

Perhaps there was some excuse for him. He, too, had been dressing for the party, and all had gone well with him until he came to his tie. It is an astounding thing to have to tell, but this man, though he knew about stocks and shares, had no real mastery of his tie. Sometimes the thing yielded to him without a contest, but there were occasions when it would have been  better for the house if he had swallowed his pride and used a made-up tie.

This was such an occasion. He came rushing into the nursery with the crumpled little brute of a tie in his hand.

“Why, what is the matter, father dear?”

“Matter!” he yelled; he really yelled. “This tie, it will not tie.” He became dangerously sarcastic. “Not round my neck! Round the bed-post! Oh yes, twenty times have I made it up round the bed-post, but round my neck, no! Oh dear no! begs to be excused!”

He thought Mrs. Darling was not sufficiently impressed, and he went on sternly, “I warn you of this, mother, that unless this tie is round my neck we don’t go out to dinner to-night, and if I don’t go out to dinner to-night, I never go to the office again, and if I don’t go to the office again, you and I starve, and our children will be flung into the streets.”

Even then Mrs. Darling was placid. “Let me try, dear,” she said, and indeed that was what he had come to ask her to do, and with her nice cool hands she tied his tie for him, while the children stood around to see their fate decided. Some men would have resented her being able to do it so easily, but Mr. Darling was far too fine a nature for that; he thanked her carelessly, at once forgot his rage, and in another moment was dancing round the room with Michael on his back.

“How wildly we romped!” says Mrs. Darling now, recalling it.

“Our last romp!” Mr. Darling groaned.

“O George, do you remember Michael suddenly said to me, ‘How did you get to know me, mother?’”

“I remember!”

“They were rather sweet, don’t you think, George?”

“And they were ours, ours! and now they are gone.”

The romp had ended with the appearance of Nana, and most unluckily Mr. Darling collided against her, covering his trousers with hairs. They were not only new trousers, but they were the first he had ever had with braid on them, and he had to bite his lip to prevent the tears coming. Of course Mrs. Darling brushed him, but he began to talk again about its being a mistake to have a dog for a nurse.

“George, Nana is a treasure.”

“No doubt, but I have an uneasy feeling at times that she looks upon the children as puppies.”

“Oh no, dear one, I feel sure she knows they have souls.”

“I wonder,” Mr. Darling said thoughtfully, “I wonder.” It was an opportunity, his wife felt, for telling him about the boy. At first he pooh-poohed the story, but he became thoughtful when she showed him the shadow.

“It is nobody I know,” he said, examining it carefully, “but he does look a scoundrel.”

“We were still discussing it, you remember,” says Mr. Darling, “when Nana came in with Michael’s medicine. You will never carry the bottle in your mouth again, Nana, and it is all my fault.”

Strong man though he was, there is no doubt that he had behaved rather foolishly over the medicine. If he had a weakness, it was for thinking that all his life he had taken medicine boldly, and so now, when Michael dodged the spoon in Nana’s mouth, he had said reprovingly, “Be a man, Michael.”

“Won’t; won’t!” Michael cried naughtily. Mrs. Darling left the room to get a chocolate for him, and Mr. Darling thought this showed want of firmness.

“Mother, don’t pamper him,” he called after her. “Michael, when I was your age I took medicine without a murmur. I said ‘Thank you, kind parents, for giving me bottles to make me well.’”

He really thought this was true, and Wendy, who was now in her night-gown, believed it also, and she said, to encourage Michael, “That medicine you sometimes take, father, is much nastier, isn’t it?”

“Ever so much nastier,” Mr. Darling said bravely, “and I would take it now as an example to you, Michael, if I hadn’t lost the bottle.”

He had not exactly lost it; he had climbed in the dead of night to the top of the wardrobe and hidden it there. What he did not know was that the faithful Liza had found it, and put it back on his wash-stand.

“I know where it is, Father,” Wendy cried, always glad to be  of service. “I’ll bring it,” and she was off before he could stop her. Immediately his spirits sank in the strangest way.

“John,” he said, shuddering, “it’s most beastly stuff. It’s that nasty, sticky, sweet kind.”

“It will soon be over, father,” John said cheerily, and then in rushed Wendy with the medicine in a glass.

“I have been as quick as I could,” she panted.

“You have been wonderfully quick,” her father retorted, with a vindictive politeness that was quite thrown away upon her. “Michael first,” he said doggedly.

“Father first,” said Michael, who was of a suspicious nature.

“I shall be sick, you know,” Mr. Darling said threateningly.

“Come on, father,” said John.

“Hold your tongue, John,” his father rapped out.

Wendy was quite puzzled. “I thought you took it quite easily, father.”

“That is not the point,” he retorted. “The point is, that there is more in my glass than in Michael’s spoon.” His proud heart was nearly bursting. “And it isn’t fair; I would say it though it were with my last breath; it isn’t fair.”

“Father, I am waiting,” said Michael coldly.

“It’s all very well to say you are waiting; so am I waiting.”

“Father’s a cowardy custard.”

“So are you a cowardy custard.”

“I’m not frightened.”

“Neither am I frightened.”

“Well, then, take it.”

“Well, then, you take it.”

Wendy had a splendid idea. “Why not both take it at the same time?”

“Certainly,” said Mr. Darling. “Are you ready, Michael?”

Wendy gave the words, one, two, three, and Michael took his medicine, but Mr. Darling slipped his behind his back.

There was a yell of rage from Michael, and “O father!” Wendy exclaimed.

“What do you mean by ‘O father’?” Mr. Darling demanded. “Stop that row, Michael. I meant to take mine, but I—I missed it.”

It was dreadful the way all the three were looking at him, just as if they did not admire him. “Look here, all of you,” he said entreatingly, as soon as Nana had gone into the bathroom, “I have just thought of a splendid joke. I shall pour my medicine into Nana’s bowl, and she will drink it, thinking it is milk!”

It was the colour of milk; but the children did not have their father’s sense of humour, and they looked at him reproachfully as he poured the medicine into Nana’s bowl. “What fun!” he said doubtfully, and they did not dare expose him when Mrs. Darling and Nana returned.

“Nana, good dog,” he said, patting her, “I have put a little milk into your bowl, Nana.”

Nana wagged her tail, ran to the medicine, and began lapping it. Then she gave Mr. Darling such a look, not an angry look: she showed him the great red tear that makes us so sorry for noble dogs, and crept into her kennel.

Mr. Darling was frightfully ashamed of himself, but he would not give in. In a horrid silence Mrs. Darling smelt the bowl. “O George,” she said, “it’s your medicine!”

“It was only a joke,” he roared, while she comforted her boys, and Wendy hugged Nana. “Much good,” he said bitterly, “my wearing myself to the bone trying to be funny in this house.”

And still Wendy hugged Nana. “That’s right,” he shouted. “Coddle her! Nobody coddles me. Oh dear no! I am only the breadwinner, why should I be coddled—why, why, why!”

“George,” Mrs. Darling entreated him, “not so loud; the servants will hear you.” Somehow they had got into the way of calling Liza the servants.

“Let them!” he answered recklessly. “Bring in the whole world. But I refuse to allow that dog to lord it in my nursery for an hour longer.”

The children wept, and Nana ran to him beseechingly, but he waved her back. He felt he was a strong man again. “In vain, in vain,” he cried; “the proper place for you is the yard, and there you go to be tied up this instant.”

“George, George,” Mrs. Darling whispered, “remember what I told you about that boy.”

Alas, he would not listen. He was determined to show who was master in that house, and when commands would not draw Nana from the kennel, he lured her out of it with honeyed words, and seizing her roughly, dragged her from the nursery. He was ashamed of himself, and yet he did it. It was all owing to his too-affectionate nature, which craved for admiration. When he had tied her up in the back-yard, the wretched father went and sat in the passage, with his knuckles to his eyes.

In the meantime Mrs. Darling had put the children to bed in unwonted silence and lit their nightlights. They could hear Nana barking, and John whimpered, “It is because he is chaining her up in the yard,” but Wendy was wiser.

“That is not Nana’s unhappy bark,” she said, little guessing what was about to happen; “that is her bark when she smells danger.”

Danger!

“Are you sure, Wendy?”

“Oh yes.”

Mrs. Darling quivered and went to the window. It was securely fastened. She looked out, and the night was peppered with stars. They were crowding round the house, as if curious to see what was to take place there, but she did not notice this, nor that one or two of the smaller ones winked at her. Yet a nameless fear clutched at her heart and made her cry, “Oh, how I wish that I wasn’t going to a party to-night!”

Even Michael, already half asleep, knew that she was perturbed, and he asked, “Can anything harm us, mother, after the night-lights are lit?”

“Nothing, precious,” she said; “they are the eyes a mother leaves behind her to guard her children.”

She went from bed to bed singing enchantments over them, and little Michael flung his arms round her. “Mother,” he cried, “I’m glad of you.” They were the last words she was to hear from him for a long time.

No. 27 was only a few yards distant, but there had been a slight fall of snow, and Father and Mother Darling picked their way over it deftly not to soil their shoes. They were already the  only persons in the street, and all the stars were watching them. Stars are beautiful, but they may not take an active part in anything, they must just look on for ever. It is a punishment put on them for something they did so long ago that no star now knows what it was. So the older ones have become glassy-eyed and seldom speak (winking is the star language), but the little ones still wonder. They are not really friendly to Peter, who has a mischievous way of stealing up behind them and trying to blow them out; but they are so fond of fun that they were on his side to-night, and anxious to get the grown-ups out of the way. So as soon as the door of 27 closed on Mr. and Mrs. Darling there was a commotion in the firmament, and the smallest of all the stars in the Milky Way screamed out:

“Now, Peter!”
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