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’m sure it won’t surprise you to ﬁnd out
that the man who wrote Peter Pan, James
Matthew Barrie, was not at all keen on the
idea of growing up himself!

He was born in Scotland in 1860 and, although
he was a very shy boy, he couldn’t resist joining a
schoolboy pirate band, climbing walls and trees and
having adventures, just like the boys in Peter Pan.

By the time he was in his 30s, J M Barrie was a wellknown writer, and it was his editor’s daughter,
Margaret Henley, who gave him the name of one
of his most famous characters. She couldn’t
pronounce ‘my friendy’ and used to call Barrie
‘my Wendy’, and he went on to use the name for
the girl who becomes the mother to the Lost Boys
in Peter Pan.
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Although Barrie did get married, he and his wife
had no children. They lavished attention on
their St Bernard dog, Porthos, who was the
inspiration for Nana. One day, Barrie was
taking his usual walk with Porthos in
London’s Kensington Gardens near
where he lived, when he met three
little boys out for a walk with their nanny.
Barrie always found it easy to talk to children
and soon he was telling the three boys, George
(aged ﬁve), Jack (aged three) and baby Peter,
stories of pirates, fairies and magic places far away.
Barrie and the boys soon became ﬁrm friends and
Barrie would invent new jokes, games and stories
to amuse them when they met in the park on
their daily walks. At ﬁrst the stories he told them
were based on traditional fairy tales, but soon he
was making up tales of adventure with the boys,
himself and even Porthos the dog as the heroes!

Barrie soon also became friends with the boys’
parents, Sylvia and Arthur Llewelyn-Davies and,
in the summer of 1900, the year another little
boy, Michael, was born into the family, Barrie
and the boys spent a wonderful summer at Black
Lake Cottage deep in the Surrey countryside.
Here they had everything they needed to bring
the stories and adventures to life: a lake, an
old boat, trees and bush-covered shores—a
real Never Land of pirates, treasure, fairies
and monsters. Barrie took lots of photographs
and made them into a book called The Boy
Castaways of Black Lake Island.
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That Christmas, Barrie wrote a pantomime for
private performance with the boys, so it was not
going to be long before the famous author sat
down to put together a fairy tale which would bring
together all the weird and wonderful elements of
their exploits. Barrie began to write Peter Pan just
as Sylvia Llewelyn-Davies had her last son,
Nicholas, making five brothers in all.

Barrie already had the character of
Wendy, and Michael Llewelyn-Davies
became Michael Darling. He got most
of the pirates’ names from an
18th-century book about pirates,
but Captain Hook was actually
based on a Scottish postman he had known
in his childhood who was nicknamed ‘Hooky’,
because he had an iron hook in place of his
right hand. The first draft of Peter Pan took
Barrie several months to write; he finished it on 1
March 1904. He did not base Peter on any of the
Llewelyn-Davies boys in particular and, much later,
when the play of Peter Pan was published, he wrote
in his dedication to the book: “I made Peter by
rubbing the five of you violently together as savages
with two sticks to produce a flame.”
It is quite a surprise to realise that Barrie was the first
writer to create a play about real children, set both
in their own ordinary home and in the wonderland
of their imagination, and it is surely the very real
nature of the children, with whom generations of
us have found it easy to identify, which holds the
secret of the lasting popularity of the story. Barrie’s
first title for the story was Peter and Wendy, then
The Great White Father, but when he showed it to
his friend, the impresario Charles Frohman, he
suggested that a new name was needed and the
story finally became Peter Pan.
Frohman loved the play so much he used to
stop his friends in the street and act out some
of the scenes! The play was supposed to be a
secret, but the Llewelyn-Davies boys told their
Uncle Gerald all about it—and so it was that
Gerald du Maurier became the ﬁrst actor to play
the parts of Captain Hook and Mr Darling when
the play was first staged at Christmas in 1904. It

ran for 150 performances and was revived every
Christmas for the next 30 years and more!

All children can still enjoy the thrilling adventures
of ‘the boy who never grew up’, but Barrie also did
something wonderful for sick children. In 1929 he
gave all the rights—all the money that people pay
to be allowed to put on his play—to the Great
Ormond Street Hospital for Sick Children
in London. When he died in 1937, he
put this gift into his will. When the
copyright to Peter Pan expired in 1988,
the British parliament voted to give
Great Ormond Street Hospital the rights
to the royalties for as long as the hospital
exists. Peter Pan and James Matthew Barrie are
also remembered by a statue of Peter Pan which
you can still see, and which appeared magically
overnight in 1912 in Kensington Gardens, where
Barrie first met the Llewelyn-Davies boys and the
legend of Peter Pan was born.
Elaine Peake
© John Good
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for her share of his booty, which amounted to around
£200,000. Woodes Rogers was another famous pirate,
who was later made Governor of the Bahamas. In 1709 he
discovered Alexander Selkirk, who had been living rough
for four years on an island where he had been marooned
by his pirate ship. Rogers told the story to Daniel Defoe,
who based his book Robinson Crusoe on Selkirk’s story.
When Calico Jack, a pirate captain whose real name
was John Rackham, was captured, it was discovered that
two of his crew were women!

Most of these pirates were either French, Dutch or British
and they called their business ‘the sweet trade’. Some of
them had originally been honest businessmen tempted
to bend the rules; others had been press-ganged onto
warships to serve in their country’s navy against their
will, and the harsh conditions onboard compared
badly with the much better life onboard a pirate ship.
The pirate crew very often owned the vessel between
them and voted to choose a captain. There were rules
about how the men were to behave, including fair
food rations, an equal share of any booty for everyone,
and even a time for lights out!

By the 1720s, the countries of Europe were fed up with
losing their goods and men on the high seas, and they
began to work together in various ways to put an end
to piracy once and for all. After that, although there
are still pirates operating in some parts of the world
even today, we are more likely to come upon
pirates in books and films, like Long John
Silver in Treasure Island, Errol Flynn as Captain
Blood, Johnny Depp in Pirates of the Caribbean
and our own Captain Hook and his crew.
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irates have been around for a very long time,
in fact the word ‘pirate’ was first used by the
ancient Greeks and meant ‘attacker’. But there
have been pirates ever since men first started to go to
sea in boats. There were certainly pirates in Roman
times because, as a young man, Julius Caesar himself
was once taken hostage by pirates for six weeks! After
them came the Vikings, but the Golden Age of Piracy
is said to have started towards the end of the reign of
Queen Elizabeth I. A hundred years before, Christopher
Columbus had discovered America and opened up
a whole new area of the world to trading ships. Vast
quantities of gold and silver were being carried over the
seas, and there were some sailors who couldn’t resist
the temptation to make their fortune by attacking one
of these ships. However, such rich cargoes were often
very well guarded, so the pirates preferred to attack
ships carrying valuable goods such as silks and spices,
which they could carry off and sell quickly, or ships with
important passengers, whom they could then hold for a
huge ransom.

The famous hero who beat the Spanish
Armada, Francis Drake, also attacked
Spanish treasure ships. The Queen,
Elizabeth I, rewarded him
with a knighthood

Two of the fiercest pirates were Blackbeard and Black Bart.
Blackbeard (Edward Teach) was a bad-tempered giant
who grew his beard very long and twisted ribbons into it
like dreadlocks. His favourite drink was rum laced with
gunpowder! Black Bart (Bartholomew Roberts) was a
Welshman known for his dandy appearance – he often
wore a red feather in his hat and two pairs of pistols on
a silk sash. Despite being both a teetotaller and a tea
drinker, he was one of the most feared and cruel pirates
of them all.

Elaine Peake
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