
“Comfortable Wonderful Mother Creature”: An Exploration of Maternal Forces in The Secret
Garden

In her essay “Gardens, Houses, and Nurturant Power,” Phyllis Bixler observes how

mothering operates outside the constraints of gender, noting that “effective motherhood, like

gardening, is a shared, communal venture” (292). The force of motherhood transcends some of

the most concrete boundaries in The Secret Garden; social class, gender, and even mortality bend

to the maternal forces of characters such as Dickon, the spirit of Mrs. Craven, and Susan

Sowerby. Acts of mothering, such as Ben Weatherstaff nurturing the robin, or Mary rousing

Colin from his bed using only the power of her voice, conjure tremendous awe for those who

observe them. Through these depictions of maternal figures, Burnett proves that mothers are the

changemakers of the natural world, and it is their power that sets healing and growth in motion.

Even when actual mothers are absent, “effective motherhood” proves itself to be the most

powerful force in the novel. (Bixler 292)

In her article “Domesticating Brontë’s Moors: Motherhood in The Secret Garden,” Anna

Krugovoy Silver argues that “because seed propagation parallels human gestation, Burnett

associates Dickon with pregnancy and birth, further underscoring the novel’s argument that

motherhood is not an essentially female activity but a human one.” (196) Despite his position as

a young boy with no true children of his own, Dickon is able to occupy the space of a motherly

figure to Mary, the secret garden, and his animals due to his nurturing demeanor. In a time when

gender roles were so rigid, motherhood proves itself to be a particularly powerful force in The

Secret Garden by allowing Dickon to assume the role of mother to his animals, befriending

ponies and sheep during his wanderings of the moor. Dickon is never assumed to have lost any of

his masculinity as a result of his caring ways. In fact, Mr. Roach describes Dickon as a
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self-sufficient and respectable boy: “He’d be at home in Buckingham Palace or at the bottom of a

coal mine [...] He’s just fine, that lad,” and it is due to this trust in his character that Dickon is

allowed to push Colin’s chair-carriage. (Burnett 120) Dickon is not only a caretaker to his

animals, but he is deeply connected to each creature he tends to, leading Colin’s observation that

“his fox and his crow and his squirrels and his lamb were so near to him and his friendliness that

they seemed almost to be part of himself.” (Burnett 117) The Pan-like boy can interpret the cries

of an orphaned lamb and the call of a joyous robin in the same way that a mother can understand

her infant’s cries. When Mary first hears of Dickon through Martha, she is told that “However

little there is to eat, he always saves a bit o’ his bread to coax his pets,” a habit that reflects the

sacrificial nature of his mother, who manages to find scraps of food for Colin and Mary even

when she is scrounging to find food for her own children. (Burnett 21) Dickon’s maternal power

lies in his ability to create life from nothing when he revives the secret garden, as well as his gift

for communicating with animals as if they were not only the same species as him, but as if the

pets were his own offspring.

When comparing Colin and Dickon, boys of about the same age, their behavior and

nature can be traced back to their experiences with their mothers. Dickon was raised by Mrs.

Sowerby, a nurturing mother whose opinions on child rearing are respected even by those who

are above her in social stature. Her caring ways, and her practice of raising children to run about

freely, provide Dickon with what Linda T. Parsons refers to as “personal strength and security” in

her article “‘Otherways’ into the Garden: Re-Visioning the Feminine in The Secret Garden.

(262-263) In contrast, Colin, who lost his mother as an infant and has been raised away from any

maternal influences, is “weak and hates th’ trouble o’ bein’ taken out o’doors, an’ he gets cold so

easy he says it makes him ill.” (Burnett 83). Essentially, without the presence of a sufficient
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motherly figure, Colin has developed into the antithesis of Dickon, and has no connection with

the natural world. Even the environments in which the boys spent their childhoods were

indicative of the maternal presence, or lack thereof: Colin is raised in the sick room, where his

uncle tends to him, while wondering when the boy will die and if he shall inherit Misselthwaite

Manor. This atmosphere, poisoned with negativity and patriarchal systems of lineage, is the

opposite of the moor, where Dickon runs free and is kept company by the animals which he

adopts. On the moor, death is a natural process for animals, resulting not in inheritances but in

Dickon’s adoption of an orphaned newborn lamb.

Effective mothering is what allows Dickon to graduate into maturity and manhood with

ease, while Colin struggles to grow or heal due to the lack of nurturing available to him. The

traits that accompany good mothering are more enviable than those that do not: Mary observes

Dickon’s understanding of the natural world and his connection to animals with absolute awe,

while she secretly nicknames Colin “the Rajah” because of his likeness to a spoiled and

demanding Indian prince. (Burnett 85) When Mrs. Sowerby is shocked by Colin’s resemblance

to his mother, Colin asks her: “Do you think...that will make my father like me?” and the ideal

mother figure agrees that it will. (Burnett 160) Just as Dickon’s similarity to his mother gained

him the approval of the men of Misselthwaite Manor, Colin became a more appealing character

the more he pursued the qualities of his mother while spending time in her garden. There, he

received the nurturing he has been deprived of through the “Magic” that healed him, and helped

him to walk. In The Secret Garden, the act of mothering defines much more than womanhood

because the care each of the young boys experience determines the quality of the men that they

become. Overall, anyone in the novel who exhibits motherly behavior in a setting deprived of

care -- Dickon bringing his animals inside Misselthwaite Manor, Ben Weatherstaff raising the
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robin, and all the children tending to the secret garden -- elicits a positive response from those

who witness it, because motherly behavior is associated with benevolence and wellbeing.

In order to transform Mary and Colin from sickly and unpleasant children into healthy

and adventurous individuals, mothering had to occur outside the traditional confines of gender

and the nuclear family unit. While Victorian attitudes often dictated that motherly duties were

performed by women and servants within the domestic sphere, it was Dickon’s guidance that

provided the nurturing support Mary and Colin needed to grow, despite his status as neither a

woman nor a member of their family. In The Secret Garden, motherhood is not necessarily an

isolating, home-ridden duty; Bixler’s idea of “effective mothering” includes a community of men

and women uniting to raise a child, or to nurture another life form, such as the garden. (292) For

Colin and Mary, who both spent their early childhoods in miserable isolation, being mothered

provides an entrance to an existence that is communal, lively, and free. The children’s time in the

garden is a chance for bonding and connection; according to Silver’s article, “Mary does not

learn to mother through the traditional means of playing with doll and cradle; instead, she and

Dickon rescue plants and abandoned animals, activities that connote broad conceptions of

mothering not limited by gender or restricted to the home and nuclear family.” (199) Mary’s

growth is due to the maternal influences of characters such as Dickon, Mrs. Sowerby, Martha,

and the spiritual presence of Mrs. Craven in the garden. Burnett’s depiction of the protagonist

experiencing growth outside the confines of gender or a nuclear family structure prove that

motherhood is more powerful than systems of class or patriarchy.

When Mary scolds Colin for his pessimism and lack of character, she proves that

mothering is more than the presence of love, but a commitment to helping someone grow, even

when it means being stern. When Archibald Craven failed to step in as a parent after his wife
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died, his wealth and social status did not make up for Colin’s lack of a mother figure, leading to

Bixler’s conclusion on maternal presence:

Women do not own houses in The Secret Garden; inasmuch as they nurture,

however, they fill houses with a power without which the signature on a deed of

ownership brings little happiness, as is dramatized by the life of Archibald and

Colin Craven at the beginning of the story. (296)

Colin’s temperamental disposition and poor health were not a result of having no women in his

life, but rather a lack of maternal nurturing. Mothering is once again proven to be a gender

neutral act by the fact that Colin was surrounded by a staff of female nurses, as well as Mrs.

Medlock, but he failed to develop naturally until the arrival of Mary and Dickon, and his

entrance into the secret garden, where he was spiritually connected to his deceased mother. In

Mary’s case, even the presence of her biological mother was not enough to ensure adequate

mothering: the Mem Sahib was the opposite of nurturing, instead ordering her servants to “keep

the child out of sight as much as possible.” (Burnett 3) If women -- especially those who give

birth to children -- can fail at motherhood, the development of their children is reliant on both

men and women, regardless of familial relation, to step into mothering roles.

Out of all the motherly figures mentioned in The Secret Garden -- Mrs. Lennox, Mrs.

Craven, the robin’s mate -- the only one who ever appeared in conversation with the protagonist,

Mary Lennox, is Mrs. Susan Sowerby. Mother Sowerby is cast as the ideal mother due to her

child rearing practices, her ability to breach the boundaries of social class, and her likeness to the

Virgin Mary. Like several authors of children’s literature around the Victorian age, Frances

Hodgson Burnett wrote a story about children having adventures outside the reaches of parental

control. The setting of the secret garden, and Misselthwaite Manor overall, provided an ideal
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place for Mary, Dickon, and Colin to learn, explore, and grow stronger. While Mary and Colin

did not choose to lose their parents, the alliance of all three children sought out the secret garden

as a place to be away from the rest of the world, going so far as to forbid the presence of all

adults once Colin was brought along. This intentional isolation made the presence of Mrs.

Sowerby all the more meaningful; she was brought into the story by the children themselves,

who seemed to will her to life just by the stories that Dickon told, similar to the role that a fairy

godmother serves in a fairy tale. Tales of Dickon’s mother were part of what got Colin out of his

bed, and into the world: “Even when I was ill I wanted to see you [...] I’d never wanted to see

anyone or anything before,” Colin cries out when he first meets Mrs. Sowerby (Burnett 160).

While Mary and Colin are not biologically related to Mother Sowerby, her motherhood is so

powerful that they experience an intense connection with her nonetheless. When she enters the

garden, the children’s response is as if Mother Sowerby emitted a magnetic force: “Colin began

to move toward her too, and Mary went with him. They both felt their pulses beat faster,” as

though their bodies were somehow tied to this woman, even if she did not birth them.

After spending their childhoods in varying states of orphanhood, Mary and Colin are

presented with the influence of Mrs. Sowerby, who manages to meet all of the needs the children

were unaware they even had, making motherhood the force behind the strengthening of the

novel’s heroes. In addition to Susan Sowerby’s presence in the stories that rouse Colin and Mary

from their stifled existence in Misselthwaite Manor, she also raised Martha and Dickon, who

each played key roles in getting Mary and Colin outside and connected with nature. Spending

time in the garden brings color to the children’s cheeks, strengthens them physically, and overall

transforms their general demeanor.  Similar to how the duty of motherhood in the novel is

gender-neutral, the most effective mothering in The Secret Garden is demonstrated by Mrs.
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Sowerby, who Silver argues “provides her girls with the same physical space and freedom she

does her boys, allowing all of her children to ‘runs about an’ shouts an’ looks at things,’” a

gender-neutral style of parenting that is not typical of the Victorian age. (Silver 198) Mrs.

Sowerby’s knowledge of child development is so great that it allows her to pass between the

strict social classes of the time period, usually in the setting of the moor. The moor, a space

separate from the rules of Misselthwaite Manor, is governed by laws of nature, allowing humans

to take up animal roles, such as when Dickon becomes the mother of an orphaned lamb he finds

there. Family boundaries become more transparent in this setting, allowing Mrs. Sowerby to

assume a motherly role for Mary by approaching Mr. Craven and giving him advice about his

niece. Rather than viewing this moment as a social transgression, Mr. Craven looks upon the

lower-class Mrs. Sowerby as a “respectable woman” who said “sensible things.” (Burnett 70)

The power of Mrs. Sowerby’s motherly influence is strong enough that she can rise above social

restrictions to perform her duties, and still maintain a reputation as a knowledgeable woman.

There is not a fatherly figure in the novel who meets the children’s needs in the way that

Susan Sowerby does. Mary and Colin’s fathers are generally absent, and Mr. Sowerby hardly

even earns mention in the novel. Even though Mrs. Sowerby can hardly afford her gifts of a

skipping rope and the secret deliveries of food, she still sends the presents to the children

because she has an innate knowledge of their needs that only a mother can possess. Archibald

Craven attempts to meet Mary and Colin’s needs, but ultimately fails without the guidance of

Mrs. Sowerby. He instructs the staff to give his son whatever he wants, expecting that to fulfill

his needs, when what he actually needs is to be told “no” for once. Mr. Craven has no knowledge

of what Mary wants, and is astonished at her request for “a bit of earth.” (Burnett 70)

Meanwhile, Mrs. Sowerby, who Mary can tell “knows all about children,” communicates to Mr.
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Craven that the child should play outside as much as she likes, while Martha and Dickon take

care of obtaining gardening supplies for Mary. (Burnett 70) Due to extensive knowledge of how

children get well and her gifts of a skipping rope and baked goods, Mrs. Sowerby became the

chosen adult that Mary and Colin yearned to meet, positioning her as the maternal ideal that

every motherless child wishes for.

Mrs. Sowerby’s innate ability to meet the needs of every child she encounters allows her

to serve as a surrogate for the missing mothers of The Secret Garden. At one point, the children

theorize it was not the Robin or Magic that brought them to the secret garden, but the spirit of

Colin’s mother, wishing for Mary and Dickon to guide her son back to wellness. Mrs. Sowerby

accomplished this same mission when the stories of her reached the boy’s sickbed, and he was

given another reason to get up and explore the outside world. Mary’s relationship to the secret

garden is more metaphorical; her desire to get behind those walls is explained when she tells

Dickon: “They’re letting it die, all shut in by itself.” (Burnett 60) The garden has not been cared

for in ten years, and has gone a decade without love or care, similar to Mary’s life in India, where

she was neglected by her parents. While her children got Mary the supplies to make sure she

enjoyed the garden as much as she possibly could, Mrs. Sowerby ran interference with the adults,

insisting that Mary not be passed off to a governess and instead allowed to explore. Mrs.

Sowerby’s maternal power went beyond aiding just the children in their needs: she acted as a

physical manifestation of Mrs. Craven’s spirit one last time at the end of the novel, to

communicate with Archibald Craven and reunite him with his son. Directly after he heard his

late wife’s voice calling him back to the garden, Mr. Craven received a letter from Mrs. Sowerby,

echoing the exact same sentiment, as though her motherly powers extend to fulfilling the wishes

of mothers who have passed on. Mrs. Sowerby is a stand-in for the lost mothers of the novel, as
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well as an excellent mother in her own right, raising twelve children with love and enthusiasm

when so many other parents in the novel failed to raise just one.

For a character who seemed to profoundly impact each child who heard of her, it is

noticeable that Mrs. Sowerby did not actually meet any of the children besides her son and

daughter until the final chapters of the novel. It is possible that the allure of Martha and Dickon’s

mother was heightened by the fact that she only appeared in stories; her greatness did not need to

be witnessed firsthand, but rather, it was so powerful that her own son and daughter wanted to

talk about her all the time. Mrs. Sowerby’s presence in the novel is mythical, and her role as the

ideal mother of a miraculous son is strikingly similar to that of the Virgin Mary. Susan Sowerby,

who is so minimally associated with the father of her children that it is almost believable she

conceived without a man at all, is a caring mother figure who makes great sacrifices. While she

is poor, she makes sacrifices to care for her children, resulting in an outpouring of love for her

virtuous character. Mary’s icy demeanor began to crack when she heard stories of Mrs. Sowerby,

so much so that “When Martha told stories of what ‘mother’ did or said they always sounded

comfortable” (Burnett 32). By not appearing in person until so late in the story, the character of

Mrs. Sowerby’s physical appearance was left to the imagination, allowing anyone to project an

image of their ideal mother onto her. The Virgin Mary is another ideal mother, one who often

appears in a blue cloak, which acts as a symbol of her sacredness as well as her closeness to the

blue sky, and therefore heaven. When Mother Sowerby finally does appear, she is wearing “her

long blue cloak [...] she was rather like a softly colored illustration in one of Colin’s books.”

(Burnett 159) For Colin and Mary, Mrs. Sowerby’s immaterial presence could have been an

opportunity to imagine her as their own mother, and for her to look any way they would like,

perhaps even resembling the ideal mother they read about in the Bible. The reader is left
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yearning, just like Colin and Mary, for their own glimpse of the woman, as if the reader is an

orphan as well.

Throughout The Secret Garden, characters like Mary and Colin learn mothering from

observing the natural world just as much as they do from Mrs. Sowerby or Dickon. While the

Sowerby family tends to them, Mary and Colin learn from their example how to tend to the

garden, creating a cycle of nurturing care and connection to the natural world. More than anyone

or anything else in the novel, Mary seems closest with the space in which she mothers: inside the

walls of the secret garden. As she tells Dickon when she first shows him the garden, “Nothing

belongs to me. I found it myself and I got into it myself. I was only just like the robin, and they

wouldn’t take it from the robin.” (Burnett 60) This passage shows how the world Mary was

raised in -- a world dictated by social class and patriarchy -- is severed from the natural processes

of motherhood and ownership that continue to exist in nature, including in the secret garden. The

secret garden must be kept a secret for so long because the systems in place would seek to

separate Mary from her experiment in mothering, instead placing the duty of motherhood on

biological mothers and women only. This forced separation is why Mary feels so connected to

her garden, both of them shut away from the world for years in the absence of mothers to tend to

them. The force of motherhood in The Secret Garden seeks to reunite children with motherly

figures, and the strength of this force is so profound that it reaches outside the walls of the

garden and bypasses all restrictions of gender, social class, and familial relation to make sure that

Mary and Colin receive the care they so desperately need. Mothering shows itself to be a natural

process that will occur against all odds and despite all difficulties because of the necessity to

create new life.
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