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Lizzie and Karl's mother is a zoo keeper; the family has become attached to an orphaned
elephant named Marlene, who will be destroyed as a precautionary measure so she and the
other animals don't run wild should the zoo be hit by bombs. The family persuades the zoo
director to let Marlene stay in their garden instead. When the city is bombed, the family flees with
thousands of others, but how can they walk the same route when they have an elephant in tow,
and keep themselves safe? Along the way, they meet Peter, a Canadian navigator who risks his
own capture to save the family.As Michael Morpurgo writes in an author's note, An Elephant in
the Garden is inspired by historical truths, and by his admiration for elephants, "the noblest and
wisest and most sensitive of all creatures." Here is a story that brings together an unlikely group
of survivors whose faith in kindness and love proves the best weapon of all.
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TwoChapter ThreeAuthor’s NotePart OneRing of TruthOneTo tell the truth, I don’t think Lizzie
would ever have told us her elephant story at all, if Karl had not been called Karl.Maybe I’d better
explain.I’m a nurse. I was working part-time in an old people’s nursing home just down the road
from where we live. It was part-time because I wanted to be home for Karl, my nine-year-old son.
There were just the two of us, so I needed to be there to see him off to school, and be there for
him when he got back. But sometimes, on weekends, they asked me to do overtime. I couldn’t
always say no—we had to take our turn to do weekend duties—and if I’m honest, the money
helped. So on weekends, if Karl hadn’t got anywhere else to go, or anyone else to look after him,
they let me bring him into work with me.I was a bit worried about it at first—whether anyone
would mind, how he’d get on with all the old folks—but he loved it, and as it turned out, so did
they. For a start, he had the whole park to play around in. Sometimes he’d bring a few friends.
They could climb the trees, kick a football about, whizz around on their mountain bikes. As for
the old folks, the children’s visits became quite a feature of their weekends, something for them
to look forward to. They would gather around the sitting room windows to watch them, often for
hours on end. And when it was raining, Karl and his friends used to come inside and play chess
with them, or watch a film on the television.Then, just a couple of weeks ago, on the Friday night,
it snowed, and snowed hard. I had to go to work at the nursing home the next day—I was on
morning shifts that weekend—and so Karl had to come too. But he didn’t mind, not one bit. He
brought half a dozen of his friends along with him. They were going tobogganing in the park, they
said. They didn’t have a toboggan between them. They simply brought along anything that would
slide—plastic sacks, surfboards, even a rubber ring. As it turned out, bottoms worked just as well
as anything else. The nursing home was loud with laughter that morning as the old folks watched
them gallivanting out there in the snow. In time, the tobogganing degenerated into a snowball
fight, which the old folks seemed to be enjoying as much as Karl and his friends were. I was busy
most of the morning, but the last time I looked out of the window I saw that, much to everyone’s
delight, Karl and his friends were busy building a giant snowman right outside the sitting room
window.So I was taken completely by surprise when I walked into Lizzie’s room a few minutes
later and found Karl sitting there at her bedside in his hat and his coat, the two of them chatting
away like old friends.“Ah, so there you are,” Lizzie said, beckoning me in. “You did not tell me you
had a son. And he is called Karl! I can hardly believe it. And he looks like him too. The likeness, it
is extraordinary, amazing. I have told him also about the elephant in the garden, and he believes
me.” She wagged her finger at me. “You do not believe me. I know this. No one in this place
believes me, but Karl does.”I hustled Karl out of the room, and away down the corridor, chewing
him out soundly for wandering into Lizzie’s room like that, uninvited. Thinking back, I suppose I



shouldn’t have been surprised. Karl was always wandering off. What did surprise me, though,
was how furious he was with me.“She was just going to tell me about her elephant,” he protested
loudly, tugging at my hand, trying to break away from me.“There isn’t any elephant, Karl,” I told
him. “She imagines things. Old people often do that. They get a bit mixed-up in the head
sometimes, that’s all. Now come along, for goodness’ sake.”It wasn’t until we were back home
that afternoon that I had a chance to sit Karl down and explain all about Lizzie, and her elephant
story. I told him I knew from her records that Lizzie was eighty-two years old. She had been in the
nursing home for nearly a month, so we had gotten to know one another’s little ways quite well
already. She could be a little prickly, and even cantankerous with the other nurses sometimes.
But with me, I said, she was considerate and polite, and quite cooperative—well, mostly. Even
with me, though, she could become rather obstinate from time to time, especially when it came
to eating the food that I put in front of her. She wouldn’t drink enough either, no matter how much
I tried to encourage her.Karl kept asking me more and more questions about her. “How long has
she been in the nursing home?” “What’s the matter with her?” “Why’s she in bed in her room,
and not with the others?” He wanted to know everything, so I told him everything……how she
and I had taken a particular shine to one another, how she was very direct, to the point of
bluntness sometimes, and how I liked that. She’d told me once, on the very first day she came
into the nursing home, “I might as well be honest with you. I do not like being in here, not one bit.
But since I am, and since we shall be seeing rather a lot of one another, then you may call me
Lizzie.”So that’s what I did. To all the other nurses she was Elizabeth, but to me she was Lizzie.
She slept a lot, listened to the radio, and she read books, lots of books. She didn’t like to be
interrupted when she was reading, even when I had to give her some medication. She especially
loved detective stories. She told me once, rather proudly, that she had read every book that
Agatha Christie had ever written.The doctor, I told Karl, thought she couldn’t have eaten properly
for weeks, maybe months, before she came in. And that’s certainly what she looked like when I
first saw her, so shriveled and weak and vulnerable, her skin pale and paper-thin over her
cheekbones, her hair creamy white against the pillows. Yet even then I could see there was
something very unusual, very spirited about her—the steely look in her eye, the sudden smile
that lit up her whole face. I knew nothing of her life—no relatives came to see her. She seemed
to be entirely alone in the world.“She’s a bit like Gran,” I told Karl, trying to explain her state of
mind to him as best I could. “You know, like a lot of old people, a bit muddled and forgetful—like
when she starts up about her elephant. She’s goes on about it all the time, not just to me, to
everyone. ‘There was an elephant in the garden, you know,’ she says. It’s all nonsense, Karl, I
promise you.”“You don’t know,” Karl said, still angry at me. “And anyway, I don’t care what you
say. I think it’s true what she told me about the elephant. She’s not fibbing, she’s not making it up,
I know she isn’t. I can tell.”“How can you tell?” I asked him.“Because I tell fibs sometimes, so I
can always tell when someone else is, and she’s not. And she’s not muddled either, like Gran is.
If she says she had an elephant in her garden, then she did.”I didn’t want to argue, didn’t want to
make him any more cross with me than he already was, so I said nothing. But I lay awake that



night wondering if Karl could possibly be right. The more I thought about it, the more I began to
think that maybe there was a ring of truth about Lizzie’s elephant.The next morning at work, with
Karl and his friends cavorting about in the snow, I was sorely tempted to go in and ask Lizzie
about her elephant, but it never seemed to be the right moment. It was best not to probe, not to
intrude, I thought. She always seemed to me to be a very private person, happy enough in her
own silence. We had gotten used to one another, and I think both of us felt comfortable together.
I didn’t want to spoil that. As I went into her room I decided that if she brought up the elephant
again, then I would ask her. But she never did. She asked about Karl though. She wanted to
know all about him. She particularly wanted to know when he would be coming in again to see
her. She said she had something very unusual, very special to show him. She seemed very
excited about it, but told me not to tell him. She wanted it to be a surprise, she said.I noticed then
she hadn’t drunk anything again from her glass of water, and scolded her gently, which she was
quite used to by now. I walked past the end of the bed to close her window, tutting at her
reproachfully. “Lizzie, you are so naughty about your water,” I told her. But I could tell she wasn’t
listening to me at all.“Do you mind leaving the window open, dear?” she said. “I like the cold. I
like to feel the fresh air on my face. It cools me. This place is rather overheated. I think it is a
dreadful waste of money.” I did as she asked, and she thanked me—her manners were always
meticulous. She was gazing out of the window now at the children. “Your little Karl, he loves the
snow, I think. I look at him out there, and I see my brother. It was snowing that day too…” She
paused, then went on. “On the radio this morning, dear, I thought I heard them say that it is
February the thirteenth today. Did I hear right?”I checked my mobile phone to confirm it.“Will
your little Karl come in to see me today, do you think?” she asked again. She seemed to be quite
anxious about it. “I do hope so. I should like to show him…I think he would be interested.”“I’m
sure he will,” I told her. But I wasn’t sure at all. I knew full well Karl wanted to find out more about
her elephant story, but it looked to me as if he was having far too much fun in the snow outside.
Lizzie said nothing more about it, as I washed her, and then arranged her pillows and made her
comfortable again. She loved me to take my time brushing her hair. It was while I was doing this
that there was a knock on the door. To my great relief, and to her obvious delight, it was Karl. He
came in breathless, and sat down at once beside her, his face glowing, snow all over his coat,
still in his hair. She reached out, brushing it away, then touching his cheek with the tips of her
fingers. “Cold,” she said. “It was cold on February the thirteenth, February the thirteenth…” Her
mind seemed to be wandering.“Your elephant, the elephant in the garden. You were going to tell
me about your elephant, remember?” Karl said.That was when I noticed that Lizzie was
becoming quite tearful and upset. I thought perhaps Karl should go. “He can come back later,
another time,” I told her.“No.” She was very insistent that we stayed, that she wanted us to stay,
that she had something she needed to tell us.So I pulled up another chair, and sat down beside
them. “What is it, Lizzie? Is there something about February the thirteenth that’s especially
important to you?” I asked her.She turned her head away from me, unable to control or disguise
the tremor in her voice. “It was this day that changed my life forever,” she said. I reached out and



took her hand in mine. Her grip was weak, but it was enough to let me know that she really did
want us to stay. She was looking out of the window, and pointing now.“Look, do you see? Do you
hear? The wind is blowing through the trees. The branches, they are shaking. Are they
frightened of the wind, do you think? Little Karli said it that day, that the trees were frightened of
the wind, that they wanted to run away, but they couldn’t. We could, he said, but they couldn’t. He
was very sad about it.” She smiled at Karl. “Karli was my little brother, and you remind me so
much of him. And this makes me happy, that you are here, I mean; and on this day too, so that I
can tell you my story, our story, Karli’s story and mine. But it makes me sad also. On February the
thirteenth I am always sad. The wind in the trees, it makes me remember.”I had noticed before
that she spoke English in a strange way, pronouncing her words carefully, too correctly, and in
proper sentences. Her name might have been English, but I had always thought she might be
Dutch, or Scandinavian, or German perhaps. “It was a hot wind, a scalding wind,” she went on. “I
do not believe in hell, nor heaven come to that. But if you can imagine it, it was like a wind from
the fires of hell. I thought we would burn alive, all of us.”“But you said it was in February,” Karl
interrupted. I frowned at him, but Lizzie didn’t seem to mind at all. “That’s in wintertime, isn’t it?”
Karl went on. “I mean, where were you living? Africa or somewhere?”“No. It wasn’t in Africa.
Didn’t I tell you this before? I think I did.” She was suddenly looking a little unsure of herself.
“There was an elephant in the garden, you see. No, honestly there was. And she liked potatoes,
lots of potatoes.” I think my wry smile must have betrayed me. “You still do not believe me, do
you? Well, I cannot say that I blame you. I expect you and all the other nurses think I am just a
dotty old bat, a bit loopy, off my rocker, as you say. It is quite true that my bits and pieces do not
work so well anymore—which, I suppose, is why I am in here, isn’t it? My legs will not do what I
tell them sometimes, and even my heart does not beat like it should. It skips and flutters. It
makes up its own rhythm as it goes along, which makes me feel dizzy, and this is not at all
convenient for me. But I can tell you for certain and for sure, that my mind is as sound as a bell,
sharp as a razor. So when I say there was an elephant in the garden, there really was. There is
nothing wrong with my memory, nothing at all.”“I don’t think you’re batty at all,” said Karl. “Or
loopy.”“That is very kind of you to say so, Karl. You and I shall be good friends. But I have to
admit that when I come to think of it, I cannot remember much about yesterday, nor even what I
had for breakfast this morning. But I promise you I can remember just how it was when I was
young. I remember the important things, the things that matter. It is as if I wrote them down in my
mind, so that I should not forget. So I remember very well—it was on the evening of my sixteenth
birthday—that I looked out of the window, and saw her. At first she just looked like a big dark
shadow, but then the shadow moved, and I looked again. There was no doubt about it. She was
an elephant, quite definitely an elephant. I did not know it at the time, of course, but this elephant
in our garden was going to change my life forever, change all our lives in my family. And you
might say she was going to save all our lives also.”TwoLizzie paused for a moment or two, then
smiled across at me sympathetically, knowingly. “No, no, you are too busy for this, dear, I can see
that,” she said. “You have to get on. You have other patients to look after. I know this. I was a sort



of nurse once. Nurses are always busy. But I can talk to Karl. I can tell him my elephant
story.”There was no way I was going to miss her story now. If Karl was going to hear it, then I was
too. And the truth was that I had already sensed from the tone in her voice that she was making
nothing up, that Karl had been right about her. “You certainly can’t stop now,” I told her. “I’m off
duty at twelve, and that’s just about now. So I’m on my own time.”“And we want to know all about
the elephant, don’t we, Mum?” said Karl.“Then you shall, Karli. I think from now on I shall call you
Karli, like my little brother. So it will be as if you are inside the story.” She lay her head back on
her pillows. “I have had quite a long life, and quite a lot has happened, so it may take a little
while. You are going to have to be patient. I think, to begin with, you have to know names and
places. I was called Elizabeth then, or Lisbeth some people called me—I became Lizzie much
later. Mother, we always called Mutti. And I had a little brother, as I have told you, about eight
years younger than me, little Karli. He was always full of questions, endless questions, and when
we answered, there’d always be another question, about the answer we’d just given. ‘Yes, but
why?’ he would ask. ‘How come? What for?’ In the end we would often become impatient with
him, and just tell him it was ‘for a blue reason.’ He seemed happy with that—I do not know
why.“Karli was born with one leg shorter than the other, so we had to carry him a lot, but he was
always cheerful. In fact he was the clown in the family, kept us all laughing. He loved to juggle—
he could do it with his eyes closed too! The elephant loved to watch him. It was as if she were
hypnotized. The elephant was called Marlene. Mutti got to name her because she was working
with the elephants in the zoo. She named her after a singer she loved, that many people loved in
those days. Marlene Dietrich. I wonder if you might have heard of her—no, I don’t suppose you
have. She’s been dead a long time now. She was very slim and elegant, and blond too, not at all
like an elephant, but that did not seem to matter to Mutti. She called the elephant Marlene, and
that was that.“We had a gramophone at home, a windup one with a big trumpet—you do not see
them like this anymore, only in antique shops—and so Marlene Dietrich’s voice was always in
the house. We grew up with that voice. She had a voice like dark red velvet. When she sang it
was as if she were singing only for me. I tried to sing just like her, mostly in the bath, because my
singing sounded better in the bath. I remember Mutti would sometimes hum along with her
songs when we were listening to them. It was like a kind of duet.”
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N Rogers, “Great Read Aloud!. Recommended for ages 10-14 * we used this as a read aloud
(mom) to 8 and 9 year old boysIsn’t it many home educators joy to be able to captivate your
students in a book that pairs history and fiction? In this book, An Elephant In The Garden, the
story was just that… captivating! The setting is Dresden, Germany during WWII and is inspired
by a true story about an elephant rescued from a Belfast Zoo to escape certain death as
bombers narrowed in.The story begins with a sweet elderly woman named Lizzy telling, what
many think are just made up tales, of an elephant in her garden. Intrigued, a caregiver and her
son Karl stay one day to hear more. The minutes turn in to hours as they sit listening intently,
realizing quickly that this is certainly not a made up tall tale but a very real, personal life story of
a family torn away from everything they know by war. A surprising and suspenseful journey
across Germany and a frightening encounter with an enemy combat who joins the families
journey makes this an unpredictable and engaging book for children and adults alike.Many times
throughout this book I was made to pause as the kids demanded more information about the
war, who was involved, who were the ‘good guys’, why the war even happened, and on and on.
As a parent I was delighted to see their minds thoughtfully attempting to process WWII, from a
new perspective: The Germans.They wanted to understand Americas involvement and the
details of why the bombing raids took place. This story helped us ponder life for the Germans
during a time of division and fear. I agree with the recommended age of 10-14 as a silent reader
as the book does have some dark elements as the bombing of Dresden and firestorm that
followed killed thousands. Also romance is included, although clean, it may not be suitable for
young readers.Overall, this book was inspiring as the author was able to incorporate the horror
of war, a focus on helping others and working together, a look into lives of refugees and their
experiences as they try to survive. It was emotional, and magical with the addition with this
‘Gentle Giant’, Marlene the elephant that really kept this family alive and together.We picked this
book up off Amazon for $6.99 and it will be a keeper on the shelf!”

Buffalo Gal, “An Memory Like an Elephant. I purchased the book for my grandson for Christmas,
but wanted to read it first to make sure it was appropriate. 2.5 hrs later, I completed one of the
nicest stories I have read in a while. Based loosely on a true account, it takes place in Germany
during the war. Each character is very relatable and endearing. I would say ages 10-100 would
find it a rewarding experience. It teaches compassion, empathy, and family unity. A good book
even for younger (mature) children if read to by parents/grandparents. I am buying another copy
and putting it in with my annual Christmas toy donation at the church.”

M&M and Me, “A YA WW2 Story with a truly unique POV. The American book market is, its fair to
say, absolutely saturated with WW2 fiction for both children and adults. There are many good
stories out there - starting with Anne Frank, of course, and moving on through contemporary



classics such as Number the Stars and The Book Thief. This sweet tale deserves a junior status
alongside the greats.Based loosely on the dual true stories of zookeepers who saved their
charges during the war and the Feb 1945 devastating fire bombing of Dresden, Germany by
Allied forces, The Elephant in the Garden delivers the shattering history of the Allied destruction
of Dresden with the sweet touch of an elephant named Marlene. Marlene, orphaned during the
war and looked after by “Mutti,” comes home to the spend the evenings in the family garden to
help the young (4yo) elephant cope with the loss of her mother. Her handler, known only as
Mutti, has two children and has been working at the zoo to help make ends meet while her
husband is fighting at the Russian front.Marlene, with her elephantine wisdom and kindness,
brings much joy to the family as 1945 begins, and through a series of events, unwittingly helps
her adopted family escape the firebombing of Dresden over the weekend of Feb 13-15, 1945.
Now homeless and without any resources, the family begins an astonishing journey across
southern Germany as they first try to escape the Dresden attacks and then decide that they
would do anything not to fall into the clutches of The quickly advancing Soviet Army. Their flight
westward is filled with unexpected adventures, a bit of suffering, and encounters of the most
unexpected kind. All along, Marlene provides comfort, friendship, and transport for the youngest
child, Karli, who suffers from asthma and a leg deformity.All in all, this is a sweet but not
saccharine tale that introduces a horrific event of the Second World War for which the “good
guys” are entirely responsible, offering middle grade students an opportunity to think about the
costs of war, the meaning of sacrifice, and whether and how to label “good guys” and “bad guys”
even in the midst of the last “good war” America fought. Definitely worth a read and discussion. I
do wish there had been more specificity regarding events and timelines - to show where the
family traveled and when events occurred would have been helpful - and really brought home
the fact that the family fled a great distance fearing not only the bombing runs but also the
actions of the Soviets as they advanced towards Berlin, setting up the historical context for
understanding some of the key factors that explain how and why the US and the Soviets went
from wartime allies to bitter enemies in less than two years.A well written and engaging tale.
Perfect for early middle grade students or those who really want to learn about the war but can’t
handle the death and destruction that accompanies most sources; The Elephant In the Garden
has a feather light touch when it comes to key moments of death and destruction, which I know
will be greatly appreciated by my own middle grade reader.”

S. Werkema, “Unique plot, but too many narrators. The thrust of this book - how a family and an
elephant survive after escaping Dresden in WWII - is fascinating and illuminating. The elephant
is an important character in the story, and the human characters are appealing. However, I don’t
know why the author chose to alternate points-of-view, using both the elderly woman Lizzie, and
her nurse, as narrators. Lizzie’s story is compelling enough to stand on its own. The nurse is not
relevant, nor actually is her young son, to whom Lizzie tells her story. If Lizzie had simply told the
tale, as if the reader were her only listener, I think the book would have been stronger.”



M. Blanton, “Gripping. I tried to stop reading six different times! Finally it became apparent that I
could not stop. So, here I am at 1:24 AM writing this review. My advice? Start reading it with
your coffee at breakfast.”

Zulu Warrior, “Nice Children's Book. Karl's mum was a nurse in an old peoples home,
sometimes Karl 9yrs would go with her, Karl played in the grounds with other children and the
old people loved to watch them, an old lady Lizzie would tell him of her childhood, Lizzie said
Karl reminded her of her little brother, mum's shift had ended and she agreed to let Karl listen to
a story about an Elephant she once hadHer mother worked at the zoo during the war with all the
men fighting and she looked after a baby Elephant, it's name was Marlene, Lizzie was 16yrs at
the time and lived in Dresden, Germany, the war was not going well and thousands of refugee's
came to Dresden, everybody hoped the Allies would reach us before the Russians, Dresden
was next to be bombed and rather than having dangerous animals loose in the town they were
ordered to shoot them all, mother brought the baby elephant home to save himAfter much
thought it was decided to head west with the elephant hoping to reach the allies before the
Russians caught them”

dmcsub01, “My Daughter absolutely loved this story. My Daughter absolutely loved this story,
albeit a bit harrowing at times. I do like the way that Michael manages to spin a lovely story
around a very harrowing time in our history and with social comment that would go beyond most
children. The horrors of war are brought into the story and yet they are almost lost as friendship
and love take the central position in the story. It has tension, fear, love, smiles and a couple of
twists.  Great reading”

Mrs G R Orsmond, “Fantastic. Really enjoyed this book and could not put it down. Thank you for
a fantastic read and would recommend any age to read it.”

KM Lowe, “Good!. I read this with my nine year old son, because he loved it at school. I was glad
we bought it because the story was touching. It was beautiful, and I loved how it was told through
the eyes of an older person. I'll definitely be buying more of Morpurgo books for my son.”

Lover of the written word., “Wonderful..as always. Wonderful book.....great story line..with a twist
at the end.Loved it - both of us- 12 yr old and one much older. Our favourite one out of all of them
has to be Running Wild..story telling at its very best.Second favourite War Horse....12 yr old
wept....older one almost cried.An amazing author. Stories for a good 10yr old plus reader.
Grandaughter passing them on to auntie, grannie and anyone else who has missed out-just
because of age. FAB- if in doubt buy and read.”

The book by Michael Morpurgo has a rating of 5 out of 4.7. 2,091 people have provided
feedback.
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