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For Bridget


INTRODUCTION

‘I tend to think that cricket is the greatest thing that God created on earth,’ said the dramatist Harold Pinter. J. M. Barrie, the hero of this book, agreed, saying that ‘it was an idea of the gods.’ He declared that ‘cricket is the only game they [the gods] play themselves.’ These two writers, among the most successful dramatists of their respective eras, illustrate the enduring relationship of cricket with literature. Pinter suggested that it is the opportunity for narrative, character development and the amount of drama within a game of cricket that makes it appeal to writers so much. ‘Drama happens in big cricket matches. But also in small cricket matches,’ he said. ‘When we play, my club, each thing that happens is dramatic: the gasps that follow a miss at slip, the anger of an lbw decision that is turned down. It is the same thing wherever you play, really.’ One of Barrie’s cricketing friends was of the same mind: E. W. Hornung, creator of Raffles, the gentleman cricketer and thief, wrote of ‘the unfolding drama of a cricket match on a hot summer afternoon’.

Barrie’s team, the exotically named Allahakbarries, represent the pinnacle of this curious correlation between the cricket bat and the writer’s pen. Indeed, if you were to draw a Venn diagram with each circle representing a well-known writer from the last years of the nineteenth century and the first years of the twentieth, the greatest area of convergence between them all would be the Allahakbarries Cricket Club.

Imagine the most improbable of all cricket teams in which the inventors of some of the most famous fictional characters in the English language – Sherlock Holmes, Peter Pan, Jeeves and Winnie-the-Pooh – all played. A team which had links with some of the game’s most celebrated cricketers, including W. G. Grace and Donald Bradman. And a team which as well as authors and journalists included African explorers, a big-game hunter, cartoonists, artists, politicians, lawyers, editors, scholars, professional soldiers, publishers, actors, the occasional first-class cricketer, an international footballer and a missionary. Some of them, in those days of renaissance men and talented dilettantes, managed to combine many of these different roles. This collection of extraordinary individuals was what made the Allahakbarries unique.

The most astonishing figure of them all is J. M. Barrie, the mercurial little Scottish playwright and novelist and the energetic captain of his team. He is the main reason for this account of the Allahakbarries being more fascinating than any story of an invented amateur Edwardian cricket team could ever be: no writer could make up a character as compelling, complex, strange and contradictory as Barrie, nor as simultaneously funny and tragic. ‘J. M. [Barrie] has a fatal touch for those he loves,’ observed D. H. Lawrence in a letter to Barrie’s ex-wife. ‘They die.’

Of the vast amount of writing he produced in his lifetime, Peter Pan is the only work of Barrie’s that remains generally well known, but the story of Barrie’s inspiration for Peter Pan has more recently become celebrated too. It was told in the Hollywood film Finding Neverland in 2004 and in far greater depth (and accuracy) in Andrew Birkin’s J. M. Barrie and the Lost Boys.

Barrie’s relationship with the real lost boys, the Llewelyn Davies brothers, also forms a part of this book, but it is Barrie’s constant and fanatical love of playing games, and cricket in particular, which is at its heart.

The Allahakbarries are a reminder of what A. A. Milne called ‘a world in which imaginative youth could be happy without feeling ashamed of its happiness.’ This book therefore documents not only the adventures of a most unusual cricket team, but also how these adventures give a compelling insight into the era in which they played.


I

OPENERS COME TO

THE CREASE


1

THE CRICKETING SCOT

WHO WOULDN’T GROW UP

BARRIE (CAPT.)

An incomparable Captain. The life and soul of his side. A treat to see him tossing the penny. Once took a wicket.

J. M. Barrie, Allahakbarries C.C.

Was ever set so huge a heart

Within so small a frame?

So much of tenderness and grace

Confined in such a slender space.

Harry Graham, ‘J. M. Barrie’





If there had been no J. M. Barrie there would not have been anything quite as entertaining, ludicrous or, indeed, as terrible at cricket as the Allahakbarries Cricket Club. For Barrie was the captain, the wit, the instigator, the Machiavellian schemer, scorer, writer-in-residence, anarchist and organiser of this improvised team of writers and other friends and acquaintances. The team even has his name strangely but ingeniously embedded within a well-known Muslim phrase as their title, by way of tribute, acknowledgement and recognition of ownership. For the Allahakbarries were his team and they would have been nothing without him. But could the author of Peter Pan have lived without them? Biographers of this spellbinding and strangely charismatic man have largely dismissed the Allahakbarries as a fun, even delightful, but relatively inconsequential part of Barrie’s life. However, this ignores the fact that play was of the utmost importance to him – more important for a large part of his life than anything else, in fact; even his writing. For Barrie there was nothing more essential in life than playing games and having fun with friends. ‘How good of you to write me about my play,’ he wrote to Madame de Navarro, his cricketing ‘enemy’, after she had been to the theatre in London to see Barrie’s The Little Minister in 1897, ‘and how heartily glad I am that you liked it. Still on the whole, I own, I should prefer to be complimented on my “play” at Broadway. That after all is life.’ The play that he most wants to be complimented on is his play at cricket and Barrie would certainly have swapped places with one of his many cricketing heroes if that had been possible.

It is difficult to understand now just how popular he was as a writer during his lifetime, so much has his reputation diminished after his death, and was already declining by the end of his life. Yet he was the most commercially and critically successful British writer of his generation, not just with Peter Pan, but also through a large number of other plays as well as novels and journalism.

Barrie first privately printed a booklet for his team of Allahakbarries in 1893. This was a time when he was becoming recognised as one of the most talented writers in Britain, but it appears that he hadn’t yet learnt to take himself too seriously. The final pages of the book included a number of ‘Hints To the Team by their Captain’. The first of these hints was: ‘Don’t practise on opponent’s ground before match begins. This can only give them confidence.’ Another was: ‘Should you hit the ball, run at once. Don’t stop to cheer.’ Some years later he wrote to the captain of an opposing team: ‘As one captain speaking to another, I would beg you not to let your team see that you are hopeless of their winning. It will only demoralise them still further.’ His communications about his cricket club were full of this kind of gleeful nonsense. Has there ever been a captain quite like him?

Captains are usually identified early on in their playing careers, in whatever sport. When someone new enters a team they are first judged on whether they can play the game. But once that hurdle has been negotiated, the next question may be: ‘Is he captain material?’ Most often, the question does not even have to be asked because captains, like all leaders in life, have a tendency to identify themselves as such, without being picked or chosen. Clearly this was the case with Barrie.

Not many cricket captains can have looked like him. His team was also far from typical – and every team reflects their captain. Physically he was not the sort of man that other men look up to. Captains need to be sturdy and physically charismatic, like W. G. Grace, for example, or even Captain Hook. But Barrie was a weedy fellow a little over five feet tall. In fact, as a onetime member of the Allahakbarries during the late 1890s, Philip Comyns Carr, pointed out, ‘If you had met Barrie, a cricketer was about the last thing that you would have imagined him to be. For he was small, frail and sensitive, rather awkward in his movements, and there was nothing athletic in his appearance. And yet cricket was his great enthusiasm.’ Jerome K. Jerome said that ‘he was a great cricketer, at heart.’ Yet despite his extensive playing career with his own side, and links with many of the leading players during his lifetime, from C. B. Fry and ‘Plum’ Warner to Donald Bradman, Barrie has remained on the very peripheries of the annals of cricket, just as he has come to take up a place on the periphery of literature. And, of course, he was Scottish, something that Barrie himself recognised as a handicap. ‘No Scot really knows anything about cricket’, he confided to his audience, which included the Australian test team, in a speech in 1934.

Captains also need to be able to rouse and inspire their teams with strong leadership yet despite his success as a writer Barrie was often a shy and withdrawn man. As the legal guardian of five children, he gave in to almost their every whim. He never had his own children and was plagued by rumours of impotency throughout his life: ‘The boy who would never go up’, according to one wit quoted by Andrew Birkin. He was not a man’s man. Or, at least, not at first sight.

But Barrie certainly defined himself as a man’s man and archetypal masculine characters such as soldiers, explorers and sportsmen were unquestionably drawn to him. When he lay waiting for death in the Antarctic, polar explorer Robert Falcon Scott addressed one of his last letters to Barrie, writing that ‘I never met a man in my life whom I admired and loved more than you but I never could show you how much your friendship meant to me – for you had much to give and I nothing.’ Arthur Conan Doyle, six feet tall, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested and described by one member of the Allahakbarries as ‘the colossus’ of the team, wrote that there was nothing small about Barrie except for his body. Explorers of the African interior, hunters and soldiers as well as numerous writers, artists, politicians and even first-class cricketers all allowed themselves to be directed, captained and often made fun of by the wryly humorous little Scot in the Allahakbarries’ games.

So this small man possessed a more commanding presence than his physical frame might suggest. And he had other qualities as a captain and cricketer. He had courage and cunning in equal measure. He brought his own irrepressible brand of humour to the game, as well as the most boyish enthusiasm possible. J. M. Barrie was successful over a long period of time in persuading an extensive coterie of his friends, many of great fame and reputation, to turn out in games that ranged from the theatrical to the absurd, and often both at the same time. He badgered them, made jokes about them, issued commands and drummed up excitement in frantically scribbled letters. Matches, in fact, were not so much played as staged, with Barrie directing the proceedings. Perhaps it is no surprise, then, that he used the cricket team to implicitly promote the myth of Peter Pan among his friends and transform unwitting grown men into boys, temporarily at least; to turn a cricket pitch into a kind of Neverland (the fantasy island where Peter Pan lives) and whole weekends away in the country into boyish adventures. Philip Comyns Carr wrote that ‘It is true that [cricket] was typically a schoolboy’s enthusiasm; and in this it was also in line with another part that he was acting, that of his own Peter Pan, the boy who would not grow up. I should be exaggerating if I said that he wore a striped elastic belt with a snake clasp to hold up his flannels; but I am almost inclined to believe it, so much did his cricket suggest the schoolboy.’

There can have been few men in history, certainly not successful ones at least, who have been more dedicated to the idea – and the practice – of play than Barrie. It is one of the great themes of his work and the one true occupation of his most famous character, Peter Pan, who is in constant rebellion against what he sees as the dull routine of adult society. Barrie’s own devotion to play started as a child and it is there that the story of the Allahakbarries truly begins. For Barrie everything important began in childhood and indeed, according to him, ‘Nothing that happens after we are twelve matters very much.’




James Matthew Barrie was born in Kirriemuir, a small town just north of Dundee between the coastal lowlands of Scotland’s east coast and the great mountain wilderness of the Cairngorms on 9 May 1860. The natural world was a powerful source of fascination for Barrie throughout his life. He was the second youngest of eight children, though two more siblings had died in infancy. He was known as Jamie by his parents, though as an adult he was known to various people by many different names, including JMB, Jimmy and even Sir Jazz Band Barrie. He invented many more names for himself as writer’s pseudonyms, including Gavin Ogilvy, James Anon, M’Connachie and Hippomenes. These separate identities gave Barrie the opportunity to explore the various aspects of his complex personality, though he almost always wrote about them all in the third person, which suggests that he was never entirely comfortable in his own skin.

The family was not wealthy, but they did not struggle to eat. His father, David Barrie, was a weaver. Both he and Barrie’s mother, Margaret Ogilvy, were religious. Margaret had been a follower of a fundamentalist Calvinist sect known as the Auld Lichts (old lights), though, as was customary, she took on her husband’s faith when they married. Nonetheless she remained committed to many of the more severely puritan religious traditions of her early years, which had included the absence of music and hymns. Barrie himself showed no interest in music throughout his life; indeed, certainly for a writer at least, he was capable of what could be thought of as genuine philistinism, preferring to play games than read poetry, listen to music, visit art galleries, or speak another language. Years later Edward Elgar had lunch with Barrie and, knowing his aversion to music, said to one of the other guests that ‘After lunch . . . we’ll bind Barrie to a chair and put him to death to slow music.’ Theatre-going too was seen by the Auld Lichts as another rung on the ladder to damnation, yet that did not dissuade Barrie from becoming a dramatist.

Barrie’s father, David, was a member of the relatively more moderate Free Church of Scotland. Barrie made little mention of his own religious views during his lifetime, either for or against the church, and his lack of obvious religious commitment suggests that he was agnostic in practice. But the Auld Lichts served him well at the start of his career, as the source of a number of early articles and his first three novels, all set in a semi-fictionalised Kirriemuir which he called Thrums. These stories were based on his mother’s recollections of growing up. Drawing so closely from either his own personal experience or the experience of those near to him, was a theme that continued throughout his life as a writer. So much so, in fact, that at times it seemed hard to draw the line between his writing and his experience; between truth and fiction. He became adept at transforming a personal experience into an account that mixed fantasy and reality. ‘That man would make copy from his grandmother’s bones’, said one critic of Barrie while Barrie himself admitted in his notes that ‘literary man can’t dislike anyone he gets copy out of.’ This deliberate intermingling of fact and fiction sometimes resulted in private jokes appearing in Barrie’s writing for public consumption, but it also obscured the boundaries between what was real and what was invented and suggests, along with a great deal else, that Barrie was a fantasist, an escapist, who used writing to try to evade what Samuel Johnson called ‘the pain of being a man’. Or perhaps it is an admission that all writing is in some sense fiction, a process of selecting certain facts to turn into a digestible and entertaining narrative for readers. After all, fiction has to come from somewhere. In later life Barrie wrote of himself that ‘facts were never pleasing to him. He acquired them with reluctance and got rid of them with relief.’ And this applies as much to Barrie’s accounts of cricket as to any of his other writing.

It was growing up in Kirriemuir that Barrie first learnt to play cricket, as he remarks in a letter from 1899 to an opposition captain who he was arranging to meet in his home town. ‘I promise to avoid showing you the spot where I learned a certain game which I will not mention by name, though it is a spot you can not help regarding with a profound and melancholy instinct.’

Why does he not mention cricket by name? Because the Allahakbarries had just that summer defeated his friend’s team: that’s why the spot may have aroused a ‘profound and melancholy instinct’. But there might be another reason for this as well, for the cricket pitch in Kirriemuir occupies a wild and windswept position just above the cemetery at the top of Kirrie Hill. There are remarkable views from the top of the hill: northwards to the southernmost reaches of the high Cairngorm Mountains and the wilds of Glen Clova, covered in snow through the winter months; and south to arable farmland, the valley of Strathmore and the more gentle contours of the Sidlaw Hills. This is where Barrie watched his first proper games of cricket, games that inspired the comment in his memoir, The Greenwood Hat, that ‘Cricket had been my joy since I first saw it played in infancy by valiant performers in my native parts’. Many years later, in 1930, Barrie paid tribute to this fact when he presented the town with a cricket pavilion and a camera obscura, built on the ground where he first watched and played the game. ‘Our site on the Hill is as grand as Broad Ha’penny, the cradle of cricket,’ Barrie said that day, ‘and the outlook is one of the fairest in our land.’

Barrie watched and played cricket here as a boy with his homemade bat. The wickets were made of iron and could not be sent flying, for they were the gates of the cemetery itself. He played in early childhood wearing his jacket inside-out in order to distinguish to himself that he was undoubtedly a ‘member of the club’. Cricket was one among many games and physical activities that Barrie indulged in as a child. These also included Scottish games such as spyo, smuggle bools and kick-bonnety, but he was particularly keen at marbles and he wrote in his diary when he was eighteen: ‘Grow up & have to give up marbles – awful thought.’ He also enjoyed ice-skating, football, fishing and long walks – often travelling vast distances. He had an early love of adventure and fantasy stories too, from tales of pirates in so-called penny dreadfuls, to adventure stories such as Coral Island by R. M. Ballantyne, which remained one of his favourite books the whole of his life (‘Ballantyne was for long my man’ he later wrote in a preface to an edition of the book). Islands, also, continued to exert a powerful fascination for Barrie into adulthood, combined with a powerful need for self-sufficiency as though he himself were marooned on one. And here in Kirriemuir outdoor re-enactments with friends of imagined adventures, and amateur dramatics performed in the family’s wash-house, also provided the opportunity for play, for fantasy, and the development of the playwright’s instinct for staging drama. He later remembered ‘our escapades in a certain Dumfries garden, which is enchanted land to me’. Barrie’s first proper play, in fact, was performed when he was still at school at Dumfries Academy. It was called Bandelero the Bandit. Reflecting on the play in later life, Barrie wrote that ‘No page of it remains, but though it played for less than half an hour it contained all the most striking scenes that boy had lapped up from his corner seat’. A local clergyman denounced the play as being grossly immoral, and the story was reported in a number of newspapers. It gave Barrie his first taste of fame. And perhaps it was this as much as anything that set the seal on his ambition. By the time he was eighteen he wanted more than anything to be a writer, with only the rather more remote and fantastical possibilities of being a pirate or an explorer to compete against it. And it was arguably not so far from his father’s own profession as it seemed: Barrie became as proficient at weaving stories, thread by thread, as his father no doubt was at weaving at the loom.

In a later echo of his terror at the idea of having to give up marbles, Barrie wrote in Margaret Ogilvy that ‘The horror of my boyhood was that I knew a time would come when I also must give up the games.’ But in later life Barrie actually found even more games to play; as well as cricket he was also fond of croquet, and particularly a more anarchic form of this game, called golf croquet, as well as badminton, shuffleboard, billiards and many other games that Barrie invented himself such as egg-cap and capey-dykey.

The most memorable moment of Barrie’s childhood, though, and perhaps the most important too, was the death of his brother, David, when Barrie was six. He died in an ice-skating accident the day before he turned fourteen. Until that day David had been the great hope of the family. He was tall, intelligent and athletic. Many of Barrie’s biographers have speculated that David’s death was the single event that first inspired the story of Peter Pan. Andrew Birkin, in his astonishingly detailed and poignant book, J. M. Barrie and the Lost Boys, is one of them. ‘If Margaret Ogilvy drew a measure of comfort from the notion that David, in dying a boy, would remain a boy forever, Barrie drew inspiration. It would be another thirty-three years before that inspiration emerged in the shape of Peter Pan, but here was the germ, rooted in his mind and soul from the age of six.’ This was exaggerated, no doubt, by the fact that Barrie attempted to impersonate his dead brother in order to cheer up his grieving mother. He wrote that he had


an intense desire . . . to become so like him that even my mother should not see the difference, and many and artful were the questions I put to that end. Then I practised in secret, but after a whole week had passed I was still rather like myself. He had such a cheery way of whistling, she had told me, it had always brightened her at work to hear him whistling, and when he whistled he stood with his legs apart, and his hands in the pockets of his knickerbockers. I decided to trust to this, so one day after I had learned his whistle (every boy of enterprise invents a whistle of his own) from boys who had been his comrades, I secretly put on a suit of his clothes . . . and thus disguised I slipped, unknown to the others, into my mother’s room. Quaking, I doubt not, yet so pleased, I stood still until she saw me, and then – how it must have hurt her! ‘Listen!’ I cried in a glow of triumph, and I stretched my legs wide apart and plunged my hands into the pockets of my knickerbockers, and began to whistle.



Some biographers have suggested that David’s death also caused the condition of psychogenic dwarfism in Barrie. Situations of severe stress in childhood can trigger this condition, and David’s death and his mother’s subsequent grieving may have been enough to do so with Barrie. Whether this is true or not, it was certainly the case that Barrie would in another sense be the boy who would never grow up – for he never made it much above five feet tall. His height was something that troubled him a great deal. In The Little Minister, Barrie wrote about himself through the character of Gavin Ogilvy. ‘“It’s a pity I’m so little, mother,” he said with a sigh. “You’re no’ what I would call a particularly long man,” Margaret said, “but you’re just the height I like.” . . . Though even Margaret was not aware of it, Gavin’s shortness had grieved him all his life.’ Barrie also felt later that his height had been a great factor in his decision to become a writer. ‘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 favourite of the ladies which between you and me has always been my sorrowful ambition.’ Instead, Barrie realised that ‘Ladies have decided that he is of no account’.

Barrie himself later speculated that perhaps he was the real-life embodiment of Peter Pan, the boy who would not grow up, as much as any real boy he claimed to have inspired his most famous story. There’s no doubt that there is a very large streak of boyishness that inspired and ran through his cricket team, and which manifested itself in Barrie’s love of games and occasional pranks. It was a ceremony of his as an adult, for example, to play the ‘stamp game’ whenever his friends moved to a new house, whereby he would stick a licked stamp onto the ceiling with the help of a coin. But how much was this a part being played by Barrie – a desire to escape the extremely adult identity of the writer who almost by definition has made the study of human nature his subject?

The concept of the eternal boy was certainly not one that Barrie invented in 1904 with Peter Pan, for the 1880s and 1890s were already awash with images of everlasting youth, such as Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, published in 1891. Jackie Wullschläger, in her book, Inventing Wonderland: The Lives of Lewis Carroll, Edward Lear, J.M. Barrie, Kenneth Grahame and A.A. Milne, argues that in a century dominated by changes in the perception of children, the 1880s and 1890s in particular were dominated by images of boys and male youth. ‘Barrie was five when Alice appeared in 1865,’ she writes, ‘and by the time he began to write, the famous icons of childhood tended to be boys rather than girls. Millais’s portrait of his grandson in Bubbles, reproduced in homes across the country in the Pears Soap advertisement, and Little Lord Fauntleroy, the best-selling do-gooder in the velvet suit and the Vandyke collar, were the crazes of the 1880s, and Treasure Island, Kidnapped and Huckleberry Finn were all giving the boys’ adventure story new success.’

She defines Barrie and the other authors in her book as ‘fantasy writers’, who had ‘appeared from nowhere yet could have come at no other time. For each was not only childlike, but born into a society which made a cult of childhood. The Victorian icons that gained wide popularity reveal this. All were images of eternal youth: Dickens’s Little Nell, Wilde’s Dorian Gray, the girl in Millais’s Cherry Ripe . . . The Edwardians, in a playful society headed by a playboy king, were as fixated on children’s pursuits.’

But there were plenty of ‘grown-up boys’ around too, examples of what the cricket writer Eric Midwinter, in his book Quill on Willow, calls ‘permanent adolescence’. Midwinter suggests that W. G. Grace, the man who completely dominated cricket from the 1870s to the 1900s, and was certainly not a physical specimen of eternal boyhood with his broad shoulders and large beard, was nonetheless a perfect example of this arrested psychological development. Bernard Darwin listed a number of reasons for suggesting this: ‘he had all the schoolboy’s love for elementary and boisterous jokes; his distaste for learning; his desperate and undisguised keenness; his guilelessness and his guile; his occasional pettishness and pettiness; his endless power of recovering good spirits.’ According to the sports historian Richard Holt, ‘Grace never grew up and this was his secret. He was the greatest of all the “boy-men” of the age.’ He did not, however, fit into the more dandified image of the youth that began to be seen in fictional characters such as Dorian Gray in the 1890s.

[image: Images]

When Barrie had reached thirteen – the age his brother David was when he died – he went to Dumfries Academy where he played football for the school. It is here also that there are the first records of Barrie’s cricket. He first appeared in 1875, aged fifteen, batting right-handed at number eleven, but over the years he was promoted up through the order to number three. More notable than that, though, is the fact that Barrie was also having some success at left-arm bowling for his school – dismissing the last four batsmen of Hutton Hall Academy in June 1877, according to a report in the Dumfries and Galloway Standard and Advertiser. But despite Barrie’s efforts, his team were soundly thrashed by seventy-two runs by Hutton Hall, with Barrie only making a single run, and only one member of his team making it into double figures. It was a valuable lesson in learning to live with cricketing mediocrity; performances such as these were commonplace once he took up his captaincy of the Allahakbarries.

The following year, in 1878, Barrie left Dumfries Academy and made his way to university in Edinburgh. He had not yet acquired the gregarious nature that meant in later years he was able to assemble cricket teams from his friends and throw week-long summer garden parties. Indeed, he was a lonely figure at university, described by one fellow student as being ‘shy and diffident . . . attracting but little observation, but himself observing all and measuring up men and treasuring impressions’. A member of Barrie’s future cricket team was studying medicine at the same time and also, it seems, ‘measuring up men and treasuring impressions’.

Arthur Conan Doyle, born in 1859, a year older than Barrie, was at Edinburgh between 1876 and 1881 where he found the inspiration for his most famous character: Sherlock Holmes. One of Conan Doyle’s professors, Dr Joseph Bell, liked to explain his deductive reasoning to his students, often based on remarkably little apparent evidence, and this trait, along with others such as Bell’s wiry physique, provided the basis for Holmes. Conan Doyle acknowledged the debt in his dedication in The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes: ‘To my old teacher Dr Joseph Bell MD’. Barrie and Conan Doyle did not meet while they were at university; their first meeting was ten years after Conan Doyle graduated, on the cricket pitch in 1891, as both of them were achieving enormous success as writers.

These two men, both major figures in this tale, were brought up on a diet of imperialist success as the British Empire continued to expand during the mid to late nineteenth century. Britain was the most prosperous and powerful country in the world, despite the increasing economic power of Germany and the United States as the twentieth century approached. In 1882, Britain occupied Egypt, which gave them control over the important Suez Canal, providing easier access to their most prized colonial possession: India. And from the 1880s Britain was also heavily involved in the ‘scramble for Africa’ south of the Sahara, which saw them take control of a number of African territories. Barrie was never an explorer himself, other than in the realms of the mind, and nor was he a proto-imperialist; he made as little mention of politics in his life as he did religion. Yet his cricket team, with explorers, soldiers and politicians as well as writers, and redolent of the leisure time afforded to the successful upper classes of the wealthiest country in the world, was nonetheless linked with empire and imperialism. Indeed, cricket itself became the ultimate sporting statement of the British Empire, a stamp just as much as railways and tea drinking, which was indelibly impressed on Britain’s territories across the globe; not just a game but a mark of Englishness. After all, surely only a nation fighting its battles in far-off places could afford to spend days on end playing cricket safe in the knowledge that if there was danger it was certainly not imminent. Richard Holt writes in Sport and the British that in the late nineteenth century ‘Sport was never seen as purely playful; it was a national institution and beneficial for Britain. Team games, in particular, were “a good thing”. The thrust of much of the sports propaganda of the later nineteenth century proceeded along predictably patriotic lines, becoming ever more fervent as the British Empire spread through Africa and Asia. Wherever the British went, the gospel of sport went with them. “The Englishman carries his cricket bat with him as naturally as his gun-case and his india-rubber bath”, remarked Blackwood’s Magazine in 1892.’

When Barrie graduated from Edinburgh with his MA in 1882 all he had apart from his degree was ambition, and, no doubt, as he describes in The Greenwood Hat, ‘a certain grimness about not being beaten’: he was as determined as ever to become a writer. And within a year he had his first real opportunity when he applied for and was offered the post of leader-writer for the Nottingham Journal on a salary of three pounds a week. There was no real editor of the newspaper; instead a foreman-compositor, sub-editor and reporters worked together to create enough content for the paper to be printed in the early hours of each morning. The paper was owned by two wealthy brothers who had little to do with its day-to-day running and so it was the foreman-compositor, a man called Penny, who effectively ran the operation, dividing content into two types – news and ‘tripe’, tripe being virtually anything that did not fit into the former category. The small lad from Scotland was there to write a leader column and to supply all the tripe, and he was given free rein to write on whatever subjects he chose. In fact, over the next year-and-a-half, Barrie produced an astonishing amount of copy on all kinds of themes, including cricket.

His account of ‘A rural cricket match’, which appeared in the paper on 2 July 1883, when Barrie was twenty-three, under the pseudonym of Hippomenes, is the first major piece of writing of Barrie’s on the subject of cricket. It describes the encounter between the fictional villages of Slowcum Podger and Mudcombe, though we assume that it is based on a real game between two villages that Barrie had been to see himself. It was most likely a game that he had stumbled across while on one of his habitual long country walks one Saturday – his only day off in the week. Though it is not as polished as his work subsequently became, the piece has humour, absurdity, sharp insight and elements in which the description prefigures the whole enterprise of founding his own team, and writing about them. ‘For years I had thought of it,’ he said in a speech to students at Dundee University in 1922 about the founding of the Allahakbarries.

Barrie writes in the preamble to his description of the game that ‘cricket, like angling, makes a man very circumspect about what he says. You can as implicitly believe the cricketer who tells a story of how he (in the old days again) never ran for anything less than a four, as you can trust the angler when he swears that had it not been for the treacherous state of the bank he would have landed a salmon weighing forty-two pounds and a half.’ Barrie develops a number of sketched characters who all have comic names: Slipper is the skipper of Slowcum Podger, for example. He wins the toss ‘and means to send his men in first.’


Of course Swiper and Blocker are to go in first, that is the recognised thing in Slowcum Podger, and equally, of course, they do not get their pads on before Skipper has given them a number of those ‘tips’ which would be as useful as they are freely presented if they were ever acted on, which, it is hardly necessary to say, they never are. Blocker is a safe man, but the great difficulty about Swiper is that he too often gets bowled before he has time to settle down.



But Swiper does not have one of his better days and is caught and bowled in the third over of the innings: ‘Swiper retires covered with ignominy. How transitory a thing is popularity!’ The captain, Slipper, ‘looks Swiper over contemptuously from head to foot and turns from him as if he knew him not.’ But Slipper was also destined for embarrassment as ‘Slinger has taken his off stump first ball. Looking like a collar with all the starch taken out of it, the discomfited captain retires with affected indifference, and, when he reaches the pavilion, ironically takes off his cap in acknowledgement of the applause no one offers to give.’

This light-hearted sketch has some similarity in mood, though not quite the same level of absurdity, as Barrie’s later writings about his own team. But Barrie did not appear to consciously model himself on Slowcum Podger’s unsuccessful captain, who walked to the wickets in a ‘proud not to say haughty manner’.

Barrie found time to send pieces to London publications as well as turning out an enormous amount of copy for the journal. And in August 1884 he scored his first success when an article of his was published in the Pall Mall Gazette. Things at the Nottingham Journal, though, were not going so well. The paper was making a loss and the owners looked for ways to save money. They realised they could buy syndicated leader columns for much less than they were paying Barrie to write them, so they decided to let him go and in October 1884 Barrie made the long journey back north to Kirriemuir. It was the end of his first and last ‘proper’ employment: for the rest of his life he played off his own bat.

Better news followed soon after. In November, an article that he had called ‘Auld Licht Idylls’, based on stories that his mother had told him about growing up in Kirriemuir, was published in the St James’ Gazette. The editor, Frederick Greenwood, liked the piece, though he changed the title to ‘An Auld Licht Community’. Barrie sent more pieces to Greenwood and other editors on a number of different subjects, but he soon received a rejected piece by return from Greenwood with a note scribbled on the back: ‘But I liked that Scotch thing – any more of those?’

Barrie soon made sure that there were. And so began a whole series of Auld Licht articles, starting with ‘An Auld Licht Funeral’ and ‘An Auld Licht Courtship’. He enlisted his mother to remember more stories and by March 1885 Greenwood had published a number of Barrie’s articles. Barrie tells in the third person the story of ‘James Anon’, his journalistic pseudonym, in The Greenwood Hat, a collection of early articles ‘tied together with a string of memories which the re-reading of them had evoked’. It was in March that he wrote to Greenwood to ask him whether he should come to London.


I did not ask for a place on the paper, and indeed, except for that year at Nottingham I have been a ‘free-lance’ all my days. I did, however, promise to abide by his decision. It came promptly, telling me to stay where I was till he saw more of my work. So, to put it bluntly, I set off for London next week, on the night of March 28, 1885.



Barrie writes about that long journey to London ‘in that soft autumn light that seventy looks back on twenty-five’, and describes his alter ego of James Anon.


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. Wears thick boots (with nails in them), which he will polish specially for social functions. Carries on his person a silver watch bought for him by his father from a pedlar on his fourteenth birthday (that was a day). Carries it still, No. 57841. Has no complete dress-suit in his wooden box, but can look every inch as if attired in such when backed against a wall. Manners, full of nails like his boots.



This is the picture of our captain. A small and slender man with piercing greyish blue eyes. A socially awkward and shy creature who shrank from the noise and commotion of London yet paradoxically turned into one of the city’s most seemingly gregarious and well-connected men. Cynthia Asquith, his secretary after the First World War wrote in her book on Barrie that ‘It soon struck me that for a reputed recluse Barrie had an astonishing number of devoted friends’. Barrie was all alone in London in those first months, yet surrounded by the city’s ever-growing throng of humanity; it was by now the most populous city in the world. In The Greenwood Hat he writes that ‘He wished too that he knew some other Anons.’ But his loneliness was also an asset of sorts: he had nobody to distract him from his work. And he worked phenomenally hard at striving to become a successful writer from his humble lodgings first in Guildford Street, not far from where Dickens used to live, and then Grenville Street; both in Bloomsbury, both close to Great Ormond Street Hospital. Forty-five years later he donated the rights to Peter Pan to the hospital, but for now he did well to earn enough money to buy food and pay his rent.


He was in that Grenville Street house . . . off and on for years, sometimes in its finest apartments (all according to the state of his finances), but at first he had a room not much larger than a piano case; it was merely the end of a passage, and was only able to call itself a room because it had a door. It looked on to a blank wall, two or three yards away, with a dank tree between him and the wall. When he stood on the window ledge, as he sometimes did for company, he could count the leaves on the tree.



Barrie extended his repertoire as a writer as he bombarded editors with stories. He crafted amusing and idiosyncratic articles about obscure subjects like ‘On Folding a Map’, ‘On Running After One’s Hat’ and ‘A Rag of Paper’ and took on the persona of a large cast of characters in his writing including a doctor, a sandwich-board man, a member of parliament and a cat. Whether he realised it or not, he was clearly beginning to move beyond mere journalism and into the world of literature by creating elaborate little fictions. He published his first novel, Better Dead, in 1887 though he had to pay for the privilege and the result was not a success. But over the next two years, from 1885 to 1887, through a combination of talent and hard work, he became extraordinarily successful as a freelance journalist, and had contributed to most of the significant publications there were, including the National Observer which regularly contained contributions from writers including Rudyard Kipling and Thomas Hardy. ‘The most precious possession I ever had,’ he later wrote, ‘was my joy in hard work.’

Barrie’s reputation grew and he began to earn the respect and friendship of a number of editors including William Nicholl of the British Weekly and W. E. Henley of the National Observer (whose daughter inspired the name and the character of Wendy in Peter Pan by calling Barrie her ‘friendy’, though unable to pronounce the ‘r’ properly it came out as ‘fwendy’). And of course there was Greenwood, who had started it all. ‘I dare not say how much I love Mr Greenwood,’ said Barrie in a speech in 1907. ‘He invented me. I owe almost everything to him.’ Barrie further acknowledged the helping hand given to him at the very beginning of his career by Frederick Greenwood when he named his autobiographical volume The Greenwood Hat. He writes, somewhat apocryphally according to at least one of Barrie’s biographers, and, as usual when writing about himself, in the third person, that he bought the top hat in order to impress Greenwood, and presumably other editors as well: ‘He understood that without a silk hat he could not advance upon a lordly editor, and from first to last it was used entirely for this purpose every few weeks.’

It was undoubtedly on one such occasion that Greenwood told Barrie that the novelist George Meredith had complimented one of Barrie’s articles. Meredith was highly regarded at the time and Barrie was certainly a fan: ‘He was royalty at its most august to Anon’. Greenwood arranged an introduction and Barrie set off by train to see the esteemed author at his home in Boxhill in Surrey, though he reveals that it was actually not the first time that he’d been. The other attempt had not been a success. On his ‘very first railway journey on coming to London’ Barrie sat on a grassy bank outside Flint Cottage – he calls it ‘the shrine’. But when he saw Meredith advancing down the garden path he ran away.


If the Hat was with him it must have been in his hand; he could not have run with it on his head. Meredith knew of this affair afterwards, and also of the store I set by the Hat, which made him throw back his head and laugh uproariously. He always insisted afterwards that I was wearing the Hat on that pilgrimage.



After Greenwood’s introduction, though, Meredith became a good friend and a companion on walks through the Surrey countryside.

Did cricket become a social accoutrement for Barrie, rather like the hat? A way for this man from a relatively humble background in rural Scotland to fit in with the intellectual classes in London? Philip Comyns Carr certainly seemed to think so. ‘He was always acting a part, always representing himself as something at once more cunning and also more simple than he really was. I do not know whether Barrie ever had the opportunity to learn cricket in his boyhood, either at the village school of Kirriemuir or at the Dumfries Academy; but I like to think that he had not, and that his enthusiasm for the game only began when he came to England and began to study the part of a member of the English middle class.’ Of course, we know that Barrie did indeed learn cricket as a boy and played at his school, but that does not discount the possibility that cricket also offered an opportunity for Barrie to fit into an unfamiliar social milieu. Barrie’s team came to represent not just their captain’s own quirky personality, but a far wider sense of what it meant to be English in the late Victorian and Edwardian years; almost a caricature of it, in fact: Englishness through a strange Scottish writer’s eyes.


2

THE WRONG SIDE OF THE BAT:

THE BIRTH OF THE ALLAHAKBARRIES

The Allahakbarries played a few matches yearly for several summers, that first one being the most ignominious. On the glorious hill-top at Albury where they were overwhelmed that day by Shere, Anon rashly allowed practice bowling, and one of the first balls sent down (by Bernard Partridge) loosened two teeth in the head of the prospective wicket-keeper, who was thus debarred from taking any further part in the game.

J. M. Barrie, The Greenwood Hat






Life was getting less lonely for Barrie as he began to make the acquaintance of his ‘openers’, the first members of his team. In London in 1885, a few months after he had arrived in the capital, he began sharing rooms with his friend T. L. Gilmour. The two first met while Barrie was working in Nottingham and in 1885 Barrie discovered that Gilmour was living close by on Southampton Row, also in Bloomsbury.

Thomas Lennox Gilmour, a fellow Scot by heritage and also educated at the University of Edinburgh, but raised in Lincolnshire, was an occasional journalist and also private secretary to Liberal politician Lord Rosebery. He was a sturdy, solid chap, and a remarkably loyal one too, ‘a burly, simple, warm-hearted, lovable man’ according to Cynthia Asquith. Gilmour and Barrie were friends for the rest of their lives and the two of them were the only two who played in both the first and last of the Allahakbarries games. But a semi-professional relationship soon developed between the two of them as well: Gilmour became Barrie’s banker, and later a kind of informal business manager. Barrie managed without a bank account altogether for some time and got Gilmour to cash cheques for him. He eventually gave in, though with much distrust, to Gilmour’s insistence that a bank account was a necessary part of modern life. So much of Barrie’s life found its way into print that it’s unsurprising to find an article about this episode, called ‘From St Pancras to the Bank.’ Barrie began ‘searching my envelopes, boxes, drawers, pockets and other likely places for cheques, of which I had a number, though all for small amounts. I had intentionally hidden them here and there, for one must be careful with cheques.’ Barrie often wasn’t careful with cheques, though, which caused him regret some years later, after he was embezzled by his theatrical agent and fellow Allahakbarrie Addison Bright. Gilmour, who in the article is called Gilray, helps him to arrange the bank account. ‘As we set off on our singular adventure my mentor may be conceived striding a little in front of me and occasionally looking behind him.’

[image: Images]

Gilmour’s portrait of Barrie

They are shown into a small room in the bank. ‘Then I saw that Gilray was introducing me to the bankers. Bankers are of medium height, slightly but firmly built, forty or forty-one years of age, and stand in an easy attitude, with nothing about them to suggest their vocation save that they keep their hands in their trouser-pockets.’

Barrie and Gilmour went on holiday together in the summer of 1886, renting a houseboat on the Thames at Cookham in Berkshire, and the following year repeated the experiment on the same river at Hampton. It was a popular leisure activity at the time and presaged Jerome’s famous account of idling on the Thames published a couple of years later. Frequent escapes to the country were always an important feature of Barrie’s life. Gilmour was his constant companion on these trips in the early days, but soon another man, Henry Breton – or H. B. – Marriott-Watson also accompanied them on walks out of London. Marriott-Watson was a large New Zealander who, like Barrie, was trying to establish himself as a writer of both journalism and fiction. The three of them also watched cricket together, particularly at Lord’s, the self-designated ‘home of cricket’.


Anon was not long in London before he found his way to Lord’s. The most charming sight he saw there was at an Eton and Harrow match. Among the dense crowd moving slowly round the ground stood a babe, an Etonian ‘scug’, more properly attired than any other mortal may hope to be, but a-weary and asleep. In this sleep he stood, buffeted this way and that, but tile, socks, rosette, cane hooked on arm and all continued to function correctly – the perfect little gentleman.

[. . .] Anon went alone to Lord’s at first and did not dare speak to any one, but by his second year he was accompanied by friends, such as Gilmour, already darkly referred to and to be more fully exposed presently, and Marriott-Watson with whom Anon afterwards wrote a play.



The 1880s are now seen, in cricket terms, as the interval between what has become known as the middle age of cricket – ‘the era of top-hats and braces, of roundarm bowling and murderously rough wickets’ – and the golden age of cricket, the era between 1890 and 1914 when cavalier batsmen in particular thrived on the best cricket pitches there had ever been and the game became by far the most popular in England. 1890 was also the first year of the county championship, which featured nine counties for the first five years and which in that first year was won by Surrey. And it was also the year that the famous pavilion at Lord’s was built, though even after it was erected, Barrie preferred to sit on the turf, or the ‘sward’ as he called it. He never actually played at the great ground, though many of his Allahakbarries team did, both for Authors’ teams and some, including Arthur Conan Doyle, in first-class games. Before 1890, cricket had been far less organised and wickets remained unpredictable. But at least three of the great names of the golden age were already playing when Barrie was watching games at Lord’s: W. G. Grace, Arthur Shrewsbury and A. E. Stoddart. Andrew Ernest Stoddart was in fact based at Lord’s where he played for Middlesex County Cricket Club, making his debut in 1885, so it’s likely that Barrie saw him play a number of times there. Less likely is that Barrie saw Stoddart compile what was the highest score ever at the time: 485, for Hampstead against the Stoics on 4 August 1886. It was said that the night before this epic innings, which he completed in just 370 minutes, Stoddart was up playing poker all night, and that after his innings he played tennis in the evening and went to a dinner party later.




Barrie’s circle of friends had grown considerably by 1887 and many of them played a part in his team. They included Jerome K. Jerome, who was a year older than Barrie, and who was also striving to make his way as a journalist. Jerome’s background was one of poverty and childhood tragedy as both his parents had died while he was growing up in east London; his father when he was twelve and his mother when he was fifteen. He wrote in his autobiography that


about the East End of London there is a menace, a haunting terror that it is to be found nowhere else. The awful silence of its weary streets. The ashen faces, with their lifeless eyes that rise out of the shadows and are lost. It was these surroundings in which I passed my childhood that gave me, I suppose, my melancholy, brooding disposition.



Jerome, like Barrie, also had a brother who had died when he was six. But unlike Barrie he had not had a university education, though since about the age of ten he had been determined to become a writer. It was an ambition that was cemented when he claims to have seen and spoken to Charles Dickens, the most famous living writer in the world at the time, while walking through Victoria Park in east London.

He went to school until the age of fourteen in Lisson Grove, very close to Lord’s cricket ground, commuting all the way back and forth across London every day, a journey of almost two hours each way. And at the age of fourteen he started working as a clerk for the London and North Western Rail Company at Euston Station.

It was the first of a number of jobs. For some time he was an actor in a touring theatre company but had to return to London penniless after unscrupulous managers failed to pay his and other actors’ wages. He was for some time destitute on the streets in London, before scratching a living as a so-called ‘penny-a-liner’ journalist, filing bits of copy on all kinds of events – fires, crimes, elopements and suicides – happening all over London. It did not pay well, but he quickly managed to earn ten shillings a week doing it – enough to rent a room. He then did a number of jobs as a secretary for various individuals and firms, writing more and more in his spare time. After many attempts, in 1885 some of his articles were at last accepted by publications such as The Play, who gave him five pounds for serial rights to his essays. Jerome’s writing bureau that be bought with the money became his desk for the rest of his life.

In that same year, Jerome and his friend George Wingrave moved from their shared rooms just off Tottenham Court Road, closer to Barrie and Gilmour near the British Museum, in Tavistock Place. Around this time, Jerome sent the first of his ‘Idle Thoughts’ essays to F. W. Robinson, the editor of Home Chimes magazine. Robinson liked it and commissioned a whole series of articles at a guinea a time and the following year The Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow: A Book for an Idle Holiday was published. Other contributors to Home Chimes at this time included Mark Twain, Algernon Charles Swinburne and J. M. Barrie.

A friendship developed between Jerome and Barrie. They had some superficial similarities in style: they both had a good instinct for comedy and were considered quirky and idiosyncratic by their peers, though in very different ways. They were also both outsiders in the literary world and lovers of theatre. Jerome introduced Barrie to his friends who included the artist Bernard Partridge and Barrie’s future theatre agent Addison Bright.

There’s no doubt that the two writers influenced one another as well. Barrie’s own holidays on a boat on the Thames in 1886 and 1887 preceded Jerome’s writing on the subject of ‘messing about in boats’. Jerome took his honeymoon on the Thames, and a trip up the river with two of his friends in 1889 formed the basis of his most famous work, Three Men in a Boat. Jerome’s love of male companionship, fine wine and cigar-smoking, now that he had the means to afford such extravagances, undoubtedly helped to inspire Barrie’s own hymns to camaraderie and tobacco in a series of articles for the St James’ Gazette, and later published by Hodder and Stoughton as My Lady Nicotine. Certainly, Jerome and his friends were among a group of men that Barrie was beginning, for the first time in his adult life, to engage with socially, after the lonely years of university and the start of his time in London. According to Benny Green in an introduction to Three Men in a Boat, ‘They present a picture of a forgotten kind of bachelor life, with peace and stability stretching out from it in all directions, with its simple and innocent pleasures, its evenings by firesides, its holidays on houseboats, its nine-penny cigars and its tobacco and nine shillings a pound.’

There is also a more thorough sense in which Barrie and Jerome shared sympathetic views which also found expression in cricket, and in particular the Allahakbarries. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat is a pastoral work about escape from the city. At the start of chapter six he writes ‘It was a glorious morning, late spring or early summer, as you care to take it, when the dainty sheen of grass and leaf is blushing to deeper green’. His articles, book and editorship in the guise of the Idler are all about inhabiting a space that is a retreat from the fast-paced life of a society dedicated to making money and progress. ‘Idling always has been my strong point,’ he writes in The Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow. ‘I take no credit to myself in the matter – it is a gift. Few possess it. There are plenty of lazy people and plenty of slow-coaches, but a genuine idler is a rarity.’ Jerome makes it clear that his idling is very much a rebellion against the urgency of industrial society and that, at least in part, is where the enjoyment of idling lies. ‘It is impossible to enjoy idling thoroughly unless one has plenty of work to do. There is no fun in doing nothing when you have nothing to do. Wasting time is merely an occupation then, and a most exhausting one. Idleness, like kisses, to be sweet must be stolen.’

[image: Images]

Cricket is also a pastoral, generally slow-paced pursuit that rebels against the modern veneration of doing things quickly. It is a game that even in the instant information, hyper-paced world of the early twenty-first century can still be played for five days and end in a draw. And Barrie, in his most famous work, Peter Pan, has a pastoral character as his hero and a rural Neverland full of games and companionship in which time does not play by the same rules as in late Victorian and early Edwardian society. According to Wullschläger, Peter Pan ‘became a natural and pervasive Edwardian god: a playful, wild outdoor hero who never ages, combining in one image the delights of rural and childhood retreat.’ For Barrie cricket represented the exact same thing: rural and childhood retreat.
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