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In the story “The Gardener” (1925), the reader gets a glimpse of the other side of Kipling’s heart 
which does not sway to the tune of martial choir. The lesson behind this insight comes not from 
the author’s journalistic career in Europe and abroad which is prone to eulogize the imperial 
enterprise without taking into consideration the economic and human resources spent for it. The 
perception dawns upon him with the death of his son. Although it would be a far-fetched idea to 
take this lone incident make Kipling change his camp from the Empire to that of its subjects, it 
reflects his essentially multifaceted personality, as one who is not blind to the human loss that 
the country had to suffer for keeping the sun perpetually shine upon the Crown. 

The journey of the ‘Poet of the Empire’ through agony and pain to the achievement of essential 
humanity. Vehemently abused as a jingo-imperialist and sometimes not without proper grounds 
(one may recall Kipling’s appeal for War recruits at Southport, June 1915), the post-War years 
produced some of the finest stories of Kipling questioning the higher moral status that war used 
to be attributed to. Written nearly one decade before death “The Gardener” mirrors an author 
who ceases to harp on ‘Lyra Heroica’1 and set out to find an ideal nobler than ‘Britannia rule the 
waves’ 2.  The loss of his only son John at the Battle of Loos in 1915 imparts to this story a 
veritable, sombre and tragic ambience thereby restoring it from being merely a fabrication of 
anti-war propaganda. In the discussion that follows I will endeavour to explain how the dominant 
note of this twelve page narrative, almost in spite of its narrator’s intention and attempt, is 
gradually raised from the level of personal grief and despondence to that of an everlasting peace.  

     This little narrative, pregnant with insinuations and thoughtful suppression of minute details, 
made its first appearance in McCall’s Magazine, in April, 1925 and subsequently in Strand in the 
next month. Later it was anthologized in Debits and Credits (1926) succeeded by the poem “The 
Burden”. The inspiration of this story can be traced back to Kipling’s visit to the Rouen 
Cemetery in 1925 when John was reported to be missing. In a letter to his close literary associate 
Henry Rider Haggard on 24 March, 1925 Kipling sums up the genesis of this story thus: 

Went off at once to Rouen Cemetery (11,000 graves) and collogued with the Head 
Gardener and the contractors. One never gets over the shock of this Dead Sea of 
arrested lives—from V.C’s and Hospital Nurses to coolies of the Chinese Labour 
Corps. By one grave of a coolie some pious old Frenchwoman (bet she was an old 
maid) had deposited a yellow porcelain crucifix!! Somehow that almost drew 
tears. (qtd. in Cohen 152, italics mine) 
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Taking cue from this Kipling’s biographer Charles Carrington notes that this singlemost incident 
prompted Kipling to depict ‘“the story of Helen Turrell and her nephew and the gardener in the 
great 20,000 cemetery’. He worked at it every evening and finished it at Lourdes on 22nd 
March”. (497) The incidents of the story, except for its tricky allusions and ambiguities, have an 
air of verity that could move any sensitive heart to tears. Helen Turrell, a young spinster of 
Hampshire went to southern France on the pretext of curing her lung trouble and returned with a 
baby, later christened as Michael. To the village she attributes his parentage to her deceased 
brother’s liaison with the daughter of a retired non-commissioned officer. It was the baby’s 
mother who, when paid a handsome amount, handed over the boy to Helen. When at the age of 
six Michael inquires why he cannot call her ‘Mummy’, a defenceless Helen permits him to do so 
only at bedtime. He bursts in rage when Helen disclosed this carefully hidden gem of a secret to 
her friends. Arriving at ten he becomes conscious of his not-very-graceful origin but contrary to 
his fear his bond with Helen grows deeper. At early youth he won a scholarship and was to head 
for Oxford in October. But the First World War broke out and the patriotic craze that swept all 
over the British isle drew Michael in its whirlpool. Nearly a month later when he was getting 
accustomed to his camp life a shell-splinter, apparently from nowhere, laid him flat upon the 
ground and took the breath away from the tender body at the breaking of daylight. “The next 
shell”, Kipling writes as if he visualizes the death of Michael/John, “uprooted and laid down 
over the body what had been the foundation of a barn wall, so neatly that none but an expert 
would have guessed that anything unpleasant had happened”. (Kipling 325) But it is only after 
the Armistice that Helen receives an official intimation to the effect that till believed to be 
missing “Lieutenant Michael Turrell had been found, identified, and re-interred in Hagenzeele 
Third Military Cemetery…”(ibid 327) En route to Hagenzeele, Helen confronts two women—a 
dishevelled and nearly at wit’s end Lancashire maid who failed to provide necessary information 
regarding her dead son and plagued the local officer to help her out. The second woman, Mrs. 
Scarsworth informs Helen that she is visiting cemetery adjacent to Hagenzeele on behalf of her 
friends. However later she confides to Helen that this is a ploy to visit the grave of her secret 
lover. But Helen’s response, which is wanting in emotion and sympathy, offends her and the 
acquaintance comes to an unpleasant end. The next morning Helen reaches her destination and is 
virtually bewildered before the vast multitude of graves. To the query of a man tending saplings 
she answers that she is looking for her nephew. With infinite compassion in eyes he helps Helen 
to find the grave of Michael. After Helen’s repressed agony finds an outlet over the dear grave, 
which of course the readers are left to chalk out, the narrative closes abruptly with “[Helen] went 
away, supposing him to be the gardener”. (ibid 332)  

     Throughout the story Kipling’s pen deftly exploits the technique of make-believe to present 
Helen and her tender affection for Michael as the real Simon Pure. But the undercurrent of 
disturbed memories occasionally comes to the surface with, notes J. M. S. Tompkins, “slant of 
the sentences and the slightly disproportionate emphasis” with which the parentage of the child is 
discussed. (117) The first instance of this more than usual emphasis occurs in the very first line: 
“Everyone in the village knew that Helen Turrell did her duty by all her world,…” (Kipling 321, 
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italics mine) Except for a few critics like William B. Dillingham who accept Helen’s words to be 
absolutely true, the widely held critical opinion is that the villagers out of their respect and 
empathy allowed Helen to preserve this open secret. Thus, following the traditional line of 
thought it may be argued that the reader reading Helen’s mind through the pen of the omniscient 
narrator, clearly sees through the inadequacy of a carefully carved out wording to maintain the 
façade. This sense of make-believe and the occasional betrayal of this belief by chances and 
circumstances is replete throughout the story. In this context Professor Bodelsen points out that 
the hotel where Helen stayed near the war cemetery, “a blue striped wooden structure, with a 
‘false front’”, is a reminder of the false identity which Helen has to put up. (113) But Helen’s 
reserve and along with it her role as aunt which until now is unruffled, reaches on the verge of 
breaking after her encounter with Mrs. Scarsworth. This latter character acts almost as a mirror 
upon which Helen can see the reflection of her own life. But these two characters do not share 
the same socio-cultural background which bars them from exchanging each other’s loss and 
suffering. Apart from the difference in taste and manner the relief which Mrs. Scarsworth 
urgently needs is to make a clean breast of her illicit affair. A naturally graceful and seemingly 
sympathetic Helen could proceed no further than pet endearing terms Mrs. Scarsworth could not 
hide her shock and bafflement: 

…I’m [Mrs. Scarsworth] so tired of lying. Tired of lying—always lying—year in 
and year out…You don’t know what that means. He was everything to me that he 
oughtn’t to have been—the one real thing—the only thing that ever happened to 
me in all my life; and I’ve had to pretend he wasn’t …I want to be honest with 
someone before I go…I can’t keep it up any longer. Oh, I can’t! (italics mine)  

Helen reached forward, caught [Mrs. Scarsworth’s hands], bowed her head over 
them, and murmured : ‘Oh, my dear! My dear!’ Mrs. Scarsworth stepped back, 
her face all mottled. ‘My God’! said she. ‘Is that how you take it?’ (Kipling 330-
331) 

The need to become honest even for once in life begins to torment Helen’s soul keeping her 
awake late at night. The reader may well resort to the first stanza of the accompanying poem 
“The Burden”: 

 One grief on me is laid 

       Each day of every year, 

   Wherein no soul can aid, 

          Whereof no soul can hear: 

 Whereto no end is seen 

         Except to grieve again— 
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Ah, Mary Magdalene, 

        Where is there greater pain? (ibid 333) 

Far from making his protagonist proud about the heroic martyrdom of Michael in the service of 
the Crown, as he had done in his 1922 poem “The King’s Pilgrimage” commemorating the visit 
of George V to the war cemeteries of France and Belgium, Kipling allows his Mary Magdalene, 
viz. Helen, to meet the Saviour to bathe in the fountain of mercy. 

     The final section of the story, brief as it is and with the implication of a natural closure, places 
the narrative beyond any stereotype. The reader finds no dramatic outcry for peace nor any 
journey of the awakened collective spirit surpassing the periphery of patriotism. Only a grief-
stricken mother searches for the burial ground of her son and the sham about the identity of the 
boy is in turn buried: 

A man knelt behind a line of headstones—evidently a gardener, for he was 
firming a young plant in the soft earth…He rose at her approach and without 
prelude or salutation asked: ‘Who are you looking for?’ 

‘Lieutenant Michael Turrell—my nephew’, said Helen slowly and word for 
word,… 

‘Come with me’, he said, ‘and I will show you where your son lies’. (ibid 332) 

Evidently the allusion, informs Sandra Kemp, recalls the Biblical narrative of John 20.15: “Jesus 
saith unto her, Woman, why weepest thou? whom seekest thou? She, supposing him to be the 
gardener, saith unto him, Sir, if thou have borne him hence, tell me where thou hast laid him, and 
I will take him away. (Kemp 122; The Holy Bible 122) It is but natural for a bereaved father and 
a mature Kipling to find consolation in drawing a parallel between Christ/Gardener-Michael-
John. The device helps him to raise the stature of his son from a commonplace soldier of the 
Crown to its Saviour. Unlike Helen’s son in the present story John Kipling remained perpetually 
missing in his father’s lifetime.3   In the poem “A Nativity” (1914-1918), Kipling commemorates 
his hapless son using allusions of the mysteries of Christ’s birth and death: 

 My child died in the dark. 

                     Is it well with the child, is it well? 

                     There was none to tend him or mark, 

                                       And I know not how he fell. (Gilmour 258) 

Alluding to this irreparable loss in Kipling’s personal life, B.S. Browne points out that the story 
“arose out of the fact that [Kipling] was appointed a member of the Imperial War Graves 
Commission and so was enabled to describe intimately the conditions under which [British] war 
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cemeteries were erected and then visited by the relatives of “the Fallen” after the war,…”(17) 
This is the fact which inspires Kipling to delineate Hagenzeele Third with almost photographic 
accuracy and at the same time retaining it brief and telling. In the later years of his life Kipling 
played a pivotal role in setting up the principles and objectives of the Commission. It was chiefly 
due to Kipling’s staunch advocacy that the Commission did not lift its embargo on the erection 
of private sepulchral monuments. That is why Helen could not locate Michael’s grave among the 
vast numbers of them all alike: 

She did not know that Hagenzeele Third counted twenty-one thousand dead 
already. All she saw was a merciless sea of black crosses, bearing little strips of 
stamped tin at all angles across their faces. She could distinguish no order or 
arrangement in their mass; nothing but a waist-high wilderness as of weeds 
stricken dead, rushing at her. She went forward, moved to the left and the right 
hopelessly, wondering by what guidance she should ever come to her own. A 
great distance away there was a line of whiteness. It proved to be a block of some 
two or three hundred graves whose headstones had already been set, whose 
flowers were planted out, and whose new-sown grass showed green. Here she 
could see clear-cut letters at the ends of the rows, and, referring to her slip, 
realized that it was not here she must look. (Kipling 331-332, italics mine) 

Along with the equal recognition of high ranking officials and their subordinates the other subtle 
objective achieved by the Commission, notes Steven Trout, is “to clear away the chaos left 
behind by war (the “waist-high wilderness as of weeds stricken dead”) and to replace it with a 
consoling sense of order and neatness (the “clear cut letters at the ends of rows”),…”(116) It is 
this surrounding of apparent order and neatness, an attempt of transition from a position where 
there is nothing to lose, that the gardener did emerge to lift her burden. 

     When the reader concentrates upon the identity of the gardener he finds that, as has already 
been shown, the widely accepted notion identifies the gardener with Christ. Given the fact that 
the Christ motif and a renewed interest in spiritual mysticism is more than a usual feature in the 
British literature and culture after the First World War, this conjecture does not seem outlandish. 
Along with this Kipling’s familiarity with French literature lends credence to the thought that the 
story might have been influenced by Honoré de Balzac’s “Christ in Flanders” (1831) where 
Christ’s identity is not disclosed in his first appearance: 

Just at that moment a man appeared a few paces from the jetty, to the surprise of 
the skipper, who had heard no sound of footsteps. The traveler seemed to have 
sprung up from the earth, like a peasant who had laid himself down on the ground 
to wait till the boat should start, and had slept till the sound of the horn awakened 
him. Was he a thief? or someone belonging to the custom-house or the police? 
(qtd. in Trout 113) 
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But while Balzac dealt at length with the larger than life stature of the stranger leaving ultimately 
no doubt in the reader’s mind as who really he is, Kipling hardly insinuates the gardener’s 
identity save for the phrase “supposing him to be the gardener”. Kipling attributes more 
importance to the gardener/Christ’s role as a fellow sufferer and a pardoner of earthly sins for the 
sake of penance. Thus unlike Balzac’s skipper/Christ with his dramatic summon to the travellers 
either to follow him with unquestioned allegiance and faith or perish and his almost unflinching 
observance of self-role assigned in the Scripture, Kipling’s Christ is certainly more humane. It is 
precisely this humane characteristic, a prompt desire to embalm the aggrieved heart without 
testifying to its faith, which renders, observes Martin Seymour-Smith, the religious connotation 
of the story less significant: 
 

I don’t think it matters if it is Christian or not. It makes use of myth which 
happens to be Christian…Helen can be left to assume that the gardener was 
mistaken,…there is no ‘explicit assurance’ that this was a ‘religious 
experience’…But there is no doubt of the direction in which Kipling was going—
and I certainly do not mean that it was one of Christian dogma. It is the writer of 
this narrative who has chosen to tell it like that, with its allusion to the gardener. 
The writer has pointed out that the gardener,…was just then a Christ (not 
necessarily the Christ), for Helen in her need of truthful maternal grief. (372-373) 
 

Thus the tragic atmosphere that overlay the plot of the narrative is sufficient to assign the role of 
Christ to any layman and a compatriot of Helen. This becomes evident if the reader— undertakes 
to trace out the genealogy of them in the war cemeteries of post 1918 Europe. Citing Philip 
Longworth’s The Unending Vigil : A History of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, 
1917-1967 (1967) Stephen Trout writes: 
 

…the presence of British labor in continental war cemeteries stemmed largely 
from patriotic impulses: shortly after the war, the French and Belgian 
governments granted land, in perpetuity, for British (and colonial) graves and 
memorials, but with the understanding that Britain would assume permanent 
responsibility for their upkeep. British workers, especially veterans, the 
Commissioners ruled, were the logical choice for such a sensitive and emotional 
undertaking…the return of hundreds of former soldiers to the Western Front—by 
March 1921, 1,362 gardeners had been recruited—was perhaps symbolic in 
another, less explicitly nationalistic, way: the dead,…would be watched over not 
by strangers, but by comrades, fellow soldiers already tied, through their own 
suffering and sacrifice, to the Flanders fields and to the crosses row on row. (117, 
italics mine) 

 
It is in this fashion by which Kipling’s gardener fulfils his dual role already mentioned—being a 
compatriot and a fellow sufferer and assuming the role of Christ for the time being. A deep 
insight into the affairs of the public life, especially the lives of the ground soldiers, enables 
Kipling to choose his Saviour from one of them rather than creating a haloed presence prevalent 
in Balzac’s. 
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     Now if Christ could be brought down to the level of ordinary mortals, questions are likely to 
emerge regarding the identity of Michael’s father which in turn leads to a conjecture—whether 
Helen’s account of Michael’s birth is utterly an invention or it bears the stamp of truth. To resort 
to Carrington again, Michael might have been an offspring of Helen’s incestuous affair with her 
brother : “The only person Helen admits to a weakness for is her own ne’er-do-well brother and 
the boy resembled him. If Michael was the child of an incestuous love, Helen’s secrecy, reserve, 
and sense of guilt are explained.” (Kipling Journal, June 1973, 17) This interpretation, like many 
others trying to trace out Michael’s lineage, could not go unscathed. On the other hand Helen 
might have fared a little better had she acknowledged that she gave birth to a child whose father 
was only interested in her physical charm. This latter version, although not as unspeakable as the 
former in early nineteenth century England, would nevertheless cast Helen into that type of 
female, patriarchy is prone to alienate and subjugate. Perhaps there is no better way left for the 
reader than to agree with renowned Kipling scholar Mrs. Lisa A. F. Lewis’s assumption that 
“[Michael’s father] has been omitted because he simply is not important in the story; if he were 
made a real person, we might expect him to share Helen’s grief, but that is not going to happen.” 
(qtd. in Orel 187) 
 
     In the introduction I have already made it clear that the prevailing atmosphere of the story is 
one of interminable bereavement, a kind of looking back into past memories of the author torn 
asunder by the ravages of war. Longing for peace remains inarticulate throughout or perhaps the 
rows of white crosses indicate an exhaustion of manpower and ammunition. Religion, doubtless, 
plays some part in aggravating the already mournful situation. But to my opinion this role is 
certainly not one of determining. This too has been mentioned in the earlier pages of the 
discussion while trying to unearth the generally held opinion of Michael’s birth, that critics like 
Professor Dillingham took a different stance from the popularly held interpretation of this story. 
Even if we try to analyze the narrative from the former’s viewpoint probably no harm would be 
done so far as Helen’s (and hence Kipling’s) agony and pang of loss is concerned. The religious 
overtone gains strength not simply by Helen’s utterance at the end (“supposing him to be the 
gardener”) but, writes Dillingham, by “the first three stanzas of the poem “The Burden”, which 
follows the story in Debits and Credits.” (149) Quite obvious, Kipling’s evoking the name of 
Mary Magdalene prompts critics to merge the identity of Helen with the Scriptural promiscuous 
and repentant woman. Here following Dillingham’s logic it is possible to derive that comparing 
Mary Magdalene whose sin is to have slack morality and not any attaching relationship with that 
of Helen pining for her dead nephew/son is perhaps not at all appropriate. Moreover unlike Mrs. 
Scarsworth Helen, if she wishes to, can share her grief with outside world even if under the sham 
identity of a bereaved aunt. But it is Mrs. Scarsworth whose burden is literally beyond human 
endurance as she could not under any pretension give vent to her grief for her deceased 
paramour. The only person before whom she ventures to unlock her heart is Helen and evidently 
drew a blank. 

 
     All these apparent and hidden nuances of meaning cannot alter a single truth—if the 
anonymous man and Michael had nothing to hide in their relationships with Mrs. Scarsworth and 
Helen they could be no more fondly remembered. Hence it would not be presumptuous to infer 
that it is for the sake of creating this very fondness which necessitates the death of both Michael 
and the never known youth. The loss of John in his full bloom manifests “Kipling’s obsession 
with the war-dead [which] dwelt upon his understanding that the soldiers were initiates, admitted 
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to a higher degree of the suffering which is the law of life, and so separated from their lovers at 
home.” (qtd. in Carrington 470) But when the suffering and losses reach their culmination and 
fewer opportunity is available for ruminating the heroic exploits of the dead, the heart of the 
Empire starts to bleed. More than two decades afterwards with the commencement, long duration 
and aftermath of the Second World War this bleeding becomes so profuse that the British Lion 
was forced to let the Brown and Black people take up their own burden.  

 
 

Notes: 
 
1. Lyra Heroica: A Book of Verse for Boys by William Ernest Henley came out in 1891 and 

celebrates Britain's naval warfare and colonization. 
 

2. James Thompson’s poem “Rule, Britannia” (1740) underscores the same aspect. 
 

3. John Kipling (1897-1915), reported to be missing in September 1915, was officially 
identified and interred in St. Mary’s ADS Cemetery, Haisnes in 1992 much later the demise 
of Rudyard Kipling in 1936. However there is still dispute regarding the identity of his 
grave.(source—internet)    
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