
 

THESE FIFTY YEARS — Chapter Nineteen 1 

CHAPTER XIX 
 

THE PLAY — AND THE REAL THING 
 
 
The theatre has rather caricatured us. I suppose that a writer of plays is almost bound to seize 
upon the external, and only upon certain aspects of it. Therefore if he introduces The Army it is 
to emphasize the odds and ends of Army life and experience, not to pursue its romance. Yet 
caricature does good. One of our leading officers in America, formerly a worldly man, was 
attracted in the first instance to The Army by a stage representation — caricature though it was. 
At the same time, I do think that, just as there are the makings of a great novel in The Army, as I 
have said in another chapter, so there are the makings of a great play. The Salvation Army 
worthily treated on the stage might form the theme for a noble and enduring work. Bernard 
Shaw in Major Barbara has some good and quick revealings, but all is spoilt by the conclusion 
which, so far as the play itself is concerned, is an anti-climax if not an anachronism, and, so far as 
The Army is concerned, is untrue to life. We have many, many thousands of women whose 
devoted lives are not unlike Barbara's, but they are totally misrepresented by Barbara's failure at 
the end. However, Mr. Shaw has done us more than one good turn; he may yet do us another. 
“The Belle of New York” is somewhat better, but again it is not really a great play, if only because 
it is untrue to fact. Going back to still earlier times — forty years ago or more — the hoardings 
of many provincial towns carried coloured posters depicting a red-jerseyed Army captain as a 
character in a play called “The Ruling Passion.” The play did portray something of the zeal and 
abandon with which our officers give themselves up to the work to which they have consecrated 
their lives. But in general it must be said that the thrill and drama of The Army, its real emotional 
appeal, and the tragedy and comedy which underlie many of its experiences, have not yet “got 
across the footlights.” 
 
Of theatrical managers I have lively recollections, if only because I have at different times been 
offered considerable sums to appear and take some passing “part.” The most “tempting offer” 
of this character came from a man who, because I had said a few kind and hopeful words about 
actors and their souls, which had attracted widespread notice in the Press, suggested to me a 
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four weeks' engagement. I was to appear for a quarter of an hour on four nights a week in 
different towns—he left my weekends free for what he called my other work” — and for this I 
was to receive my travelling expenses and £250 a week. 
 
Another proposal, though not so good financially, was felt by the man who made it to be more 
in keeping with my “other work!” The offer was to “appear” in certain towns as one item in a 
night's entertainment for a few weeks. I was to “speak anything I liked” and to receive, above all 
expenses, I think, £25 a night. 
 
I did once actually come into a music-hall variety show. This was at a theatre at Plymouth, and I 
was “Item No. 12.” The orchestra played me in to “For he's a jolly good fellow," and I received 
an amazing welcome from a house packed in every corner. remember a little incident which 
greatly impressed my father-in-law, Dr. Soper, who was then living at Plymouth, and who with 
no little trepidation had accompanied me to the theatre. When the first thunders of applause 
had died down there came from the topmost gallery, into the expectant silence, a thin but 
penetrating voice, “Now fire a volley!” The whole house instantly roared its response. I spoke 
that night of every man's need of true friendship - above all his need of the friendship of God. 
As I left the stage the artistes in a group greeted me most kindly, and the audience rose and 
gave me quite an ovation. 
 
When “In Darkest England and the Way Out” was published we were assailed by theatrical 
people among others, though even then there were notable exceptions. Sir Augustus Harris, of 
Drury Lane, first among managers of the time, offered us the proceeds of a night's entertainment, 
though nothing came of it. Some years later a leading London playhouse devoted one night's 
takings to The Army's philanthropic and missionary operations. On one of the Founder's visits to 
a distant part of the Empire, an actress whose name was at that time almost a household word 
was the principal executant at a performance for The Army's benefit in the saloon of the boat, at 
the conclusion of which a peer of the realm, a colonial Attorney-General, and a judge headed 
the subscription list. 
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Two early theatrical friends were Mr. (afterwards Sir Squire) Bancroft and his wife. In the “Darkest 
England” controversy Mr. Bancroft wrote to The Times offering £1,000 to the fund if nine others 
would give a like sum. The man in the street considered it a remarkable thing that Squire Bancroft 
should stand by The Army. But the Bancrofts were the right sort. Of their theory of religion I 
know nothing, but of their genuine sympathy with the poor I know enough to chase away any 
surprise I might have felt about that £1,000. The Times, not unnaturally, took up the doubting 
attitude, “Where are the nine?" though in due time “the nine were forthcoming.” Another 
pleasant recollection of the Bancrofts occurs to me. At the conclusion of one of our meetings in 
old Exeter Hall, at which they were present, they came up to the platform and congratulated my 
father on his speech in terms which he always remembered with pleasure. Lady Bancroft was 
quite obviously moved. 
 
Sir Henry Irving was another friend. Almost the last thing he did before his sudden death at 
Bradford, in 1905, was to write a cheque for The Army funds. 
 
But in the course of our work up and down the world we have touched the stage in another way. 
Perhaps an incident from my own experience may best illustrate what I mean. It often happens 
that when we hold meetings in playhouses of one kind or another there may be seen among the 
audience, generally seated in little groups, members of the company which happens to be 
occupying the stage during the week following our Sunday engagement. They almost always 
appear deeply interested hearers and observers — I say observers because, as a rule, they seem 
at first more concerned with the audience — the make-up of "the house," they would call it—
than with the speakers. But usually their attention is completely won as the service proceeds. 
 
One Sunday night, in one of the large provincial theatres, crowded in every part, I was concluding 
my address and anxiously pleading with the people for my Master and His claims, when I noticed 
a very attractive woman, one of a group of hearers seated in the stalls, who was apparently much 
agitated. Her expression and attitude gave evidence of distress and anxiety such as we are 
accustomed to associate with conviction of sin and desire to seek the Salvation of God. I finished 
my remarks with the usual invitation to those who were resolved to be saved to come on the 
stage and confess their need. In a few minutes several men came forward amid great solemnity, 
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and then this young woman — the first woman that night — also came. She was helped by one 
of the officers to accept Christ there and then as her Saviour. 
 
The next morning she came, in no little perplexity and anxiety, to tell her manager what had 
happened, and to say that she wished to be released from her engagement. After listening to 
her story he said, “Well, Miss —, I was in the theatre last night, I know what you felt, I saw you 
go on to the stage, admired your courage..... I think you are making a mistake, but on two 
conditions I will release you from your engagement" (which was for three months). “You must 
agree to take your part as before for one week, and to allow me to advertise the reason for which 
you are giving up the stage.” The terms were accepted. For that week crowded houses cheered 
the actress, not only because she was the beautiful girl she was, and played her part even better 
than before, making a modest bow when called before the curtain, but because they were 
touched by her courage in confessing Christ and making the sacrifice that her decision involved. 
She became an ardent Salvationist, and did good work for God. 
 
There is yet another way in which we have touched the stage, using the word now to embrace 
that mysterious, though for so many people fascinating, group of sensations called the “Circus.” 
One Sunday afternoon towards the end of his life, the Founder gave a lecture on the work of 
The Army in a certain important town. The function was about to close after the usual vote of 
thanks to the Chairman when a prominent member of the Town Council in a neighbouring 
municipality stepped forward and asked permission to say a few words. He said that he desired 
to recall a circumstance in the history of their town which he thought would be of interest to 
General Booth. Twenty years or more ago, he went on, a popular circus paid them a visit. The 
tent was pitched and the performances began. About the same time the Salvation Army had also 
commenced its work in the locality, and by a mutually satisfactory arrangement The Army hired 
the circus tent for its Sunday meetings. Several members of the circus company attended those 
gatherings, among them a notable performer known as “Indiarubber Jim." He was so called and 
widely advertised because of the amusing and extraordinary contortions through which he could 
put his body. A poor, dissolute, broken creature, he seemed good for nothing but for this. At 
The Army meetings, however, he was impressed by the message, and he made a public 
confession of his past iniquities, crying to God for forgiveness. He became a changed man and 
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a Salvationist, and the circus knew him no more. Sometimes when in Army meetings he pleaded 
with God in prayer for the sinners around him, he would be overcome by his feelings and, under 
some strange influence of the past, he would leap into the air and even turn a somersault. 
Naturally he attracted much attention, and by the common consent of the public-house fraternity 
his name was changed and he became known as “Indiarubber Jesus.” This description served 
to make him still more widely known, and sometimes people came long distances to see him 
and hear his testimony, and many thereby were won for Christ. Then, turning to the Founder, 
amid a scene of great enthusiasm, the speaker concluded by saying, “General Booth, it is 
‘Indiarubber Jesus' himself who offers today this witness to the power of God, and this humble 
expression of sincere gratitude to you and your Army for what you did for him.” 
 
I like theatrical people. I sometimes think that human impulses have freer play in them than in 
others. They are not so mortally afraid of emotion or of giving themselves away. They are not so 
bound by convention. Many of them, I think, are not far from the Kingdom. I respect their art, 
too. But I do wish, when I think of it, that their art had not to be exercised in the suggestive or 
immoral situations on which modern plays, and for that matter revived old plays also, so often, 
so very often, turn. I grant that, here and there, there has been improvement in the elimination 
of objectionable words and acts, and, so far as I am able to judge, this country is much in advance 
of many others in this matter, but there are still far too many plays which leave a stain on the 
memory. Is there not room for a really wholesome play which would inspire as well as amuse? If 
the theatrical world says not, that is the measure of its lack of faith. 
 


