HER PLACE WOMEN’S MUSEUM
EDUCATION/SECONDARY

MARY DE GARIS
Year Level:
Class grouping:
Time:

9–10
Whole Class, Small Group, Individual
60–90 minutes

Purpose:

The purpose of this activity is to explore the life and
accomplishments of Australian woman Mary De Garis in
the context of Australia’s involvement in World War I. It will
reflect on the impact of the war on Australian culture and
particularly on women’s roles during the war. The activities
accompany the film What Courage Such a Thing Takes:
The Life of Mary De Garis and draw from the personal
letters of Mary De Garis.

Activities:

1.

Introduction to Mary De Garis

2. Exploration of the historical context of Mary De Garis
Preparation and Materials:

◊

Excerpts from Mary De Garis’s letters & set of group
discussion questions (1 x set per group)

◊

Screening copy of What Courage Such a Thing Takes:
The Life of Mary De Garis film (7 mins)

◊

Access to a projector and/or ability to assign individual
copies of the film to student groups for viewing

◊

Student access to computers/internet

Activity 1: (30 mins)
Introduction to Mary De Garis
Step 1: Screen What Courage Such a Thing Takes: The Life of Mary De Garis for the
class. Follow with a brief discussion to clarify key points / gather responses from the
class. Key question: how did women contribute to the war effort?
Step 2: Divide the class into small groups and distribute a set of extracts from Mary De
Garis’s letters and a set of discussion questions to each group. Students should either
nominate a reader or take turns to read each of the extracts. Each group will also
need to nominate a note taker and a group speaker; the speaker will communicate
the responses of the group to the rest of the class.
Step 3: Ask the speaker from each group to provide their response to one of the
questions relating to Mary’s letters. As there are only five questions, some groups may
need to respond to the same question, which can be chosen by the group or by the
classroom teacher. Don’t spend too much time on this task. The goal is for students to

Mary De Garis in her car, Geelong, 1920. Mary De Garis Papers, Private Collection

Activity 1: Extracts from Mary De Garis’s Personal Letters
The Secretary, Corangamite Challenge Shield Rifle
Competition wrote on 3 June 1920:
Since we last met on the 25/5/1914 … we have passed
through a period which has staggered the imagination

Mary De Garis, Melbourne, to M. Hardie, Tunisia, 28
November 1915 (Mary De Garis Papers)
Mary foresaw the devastation of the war: I think if the
war continues, the need for doctors will be so great.

Mary De Garis to Mabel Hardie, 28 November
1915:
… I keep hoping, hoping, that the individual
price I have to pay will not be too heavy. My
man has been at the Dardanelles two
months now and so far as I know is still safe:
but I often feel a terrible anxiety about him,

Sgt Colin Thomson to Mary De Garis, 5
August 1916:
Dear Clem,
Just to let you know I am still going strong.
Something is doing over here at present so
I don’t know when I will see you, soon I
hope. We charge tonight and are confident

Mary wrote to her twin sister Bessie, 5 February 1917, 6
months after Colin’s death at the battle of Pozières:
Dearest Bessie,
… I was glad you did not send me Xmas and New Year
Greetings and Gifts. It makes me sore when people wish
me happiness and merriment. There can’t be much of
either for me, at least till memories fade. I have lost the
terrible wearing anxiety about Colin that nearly sent me
mad before I left Melbourne – there is no suspense now:
but there is a chronic hunger for my dear boy, both
mental and physical. It may wear off in time, but it
seems worse now than at first. I have to keep mind and
fingers occupied all the time, otherwise I would cry most
of the time.
I bear it by telling myself “It can’t be helped”. “It won’t
bring him back.” “One accepts the inevitable”. “He is all
right”, “I can’t live forever”, “everyone dies”. “Probably he
would have been very disappointed in me” (tho’ I don’t
really believe the last).
I feel bereft of both husband and child: but at least now I
give no hostages to fortune: and if possible, in future, I’ll
not care greatly about anything…

Mary De Garis to Bessie, 11 June 1917:
Dear Bessie …
… I don’t think I could ever love anyone
again – I would not permit myself to do
it: it is too heart breaking …
I idolised Colin; but always my heart was
torn by the dread of disappointing him or
of losing him. I could not bear it again!
No more hostages to fortune …
I approve of second lovers and second
marriages theoretically and if I were 10
years younger I would deliberately aim at
having one: but I am too old and too
tired to recover quickly eno’ from this
blow, to be in time to woo another lover.
If I met a second Colin … it would be
different. The longing for children might
tempt me but then I would always feel
that they should have been Colin’s
children: that he never had the
happiness of parenthood and
husbandhood. And then one’s sons are
made a holocaust to the Moloch of war –
it is better not to have them.

of the world. No words could estimate the weight of
sorrow and suffering even of the individual ...

for we hear of so many delays and blunders
in the casualty reports. … just at present, I find
it creates such an absorbing anxiety about
him this warfare, that I think of little else.

That women will have a chance of being accepted
and given a military status for it: and I much prefer
that idea to that of being merely a voluntary helper:
also I want to be here for my man when he comes
back.

of success. I am platoon sgt [sic] now, got
promoted on Gallipoli, and am at present
in charge of a platoon, so I am fairly busy
just now. Good bye for the time. If I get a
knock I might see you in a few days. Bert
Drury got hit last night.

Before returning to Australia Mary De Garis travelled to
Edinburgh to pay her respects to the Scottish Women’s
Hospitals. They presented her with a gold watch. She
wrote thanking them, saying:

I shall always remember my association with the
Scottish Women’s Hospitals with pleasure. Practical
experience has convinced me that women run things
very well, making me a more ardent feminist than ever.

Questions for Group Discussion
Using the extracts above, answer these questions:
1.

Why do you think Mary initially tried to enlist
with the Australian and British armies?

2.

Why do you think the armies rejected women
doctors, but not nurses?

3.

What were the factors affecting Mary’s
decision to join the Scottish Women’s

Hospitals under the Serbian Army on the
Eastern Front? Which were ‘private’ reasons
and which were ‘public’ reasons?
4.

How did this affect Mary’s life afterwards in
Geelong, and her feelings towards women
working in hospitals?

5.

What do you think the Secretary of the
Corangamite Challenge Shield Rifle
Competition meant when they said that ‘we
have passed through a period which has
staggered the imagination of the world’ and
that ‘no words could estimate the weight of
sorrow and suffering even of the individual
...’?

Activity 2: (30-60 mins)
Exploration of the historical context of Mary De Garis
Step 1: Inform students that they will now explore the life and historical context of
Mary De Garis in more depth by constructing a creative or persuasive written piece
reflecting on the changes that occurred to Australian culture in the wake of Mary’s
return from WWI. Students will have the choice of three tasks:

Task 1

Task 2

Task 3

Write a ‘recipe’ that gives the
reader instructions on how to
create a Courageous Woman.

Create a poem using some of
Mary’s words with the aim of
highlighting the patterns of
change and continuity over
time in Australian culture.

Write a short persuasive
speech that constructs and
communicates an argument
about the role of women in
WWI, using a range of reliable
sources.

Procedural Writing

Your recipe must include:
1.
2.
3.

A title
A method
The results of the recipe

•

Your recipe must give
step-by-step
instructions on how to
create a courageous
woman.

•

The information you

provide must be in the
correct sequence and
use headings (e.g.
recipe title) and subheadings (e.g.
method).
•

You may also want to
provide an image of
what the ‘finished
product’ will look like or
provide some ‘serving
suggestions’ to
accompany your
courageous woman.

You must look at some sample
recipes before you begin
writing to ensure that you
understand the correct
procedural format.

Poetry

Two suggestions:
Blackout Poem
Choose some excerpts from
Mary’s letters and circle the
words that stand out to you.
Create a list of all of the circled
words on a separate piece of
paper. Select words from the
list and piece them together to
create the lines of a poem.
Pantoum
Pantoums can be any length
but must be composed of
four-line stanzas. Pantoums
are great for reinforcing a
message.
They have simple rules:
Line 1
Line 2
Line 3

Line 4
Line 5 (repeat of line 2)
Line 6
Line 7 (repeat of line 4)
Line 8

Final stanza:
Line 2 of previous stanza
Line 3 of first stanza
Line 4 of previous stanza
Line 1 of first stanza
The last line of a pantoum is
often the same as the first.

Persuasive Writing

You should consider what
changed (or remained the
same) for women in Australia
after their participation in the
war.
You may wish to evaluate the
significance of events and
developments from a range of
perspectives.

Patients taking sun baths, Ostrovo, 1916–17, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington

Operating at Ostrovo, 1916–17, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington

Orderlies in gas masks, Ostrovo, 1916–17, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington

Links to the Victorian Curriculum
Curriculum
Area
History

Level

Details

9–10

By the end of Level 10, students refer to significant events, the actions of
individuals and groups, and beliefs and values to identify and evaluate
the patterns of change and continuity over time. They analyse the
causes and effects of events and developments and explain their
significance. They explain the context for people’s actions in the past.
Students evaluate the significance of events and analyse the
developments from a range of perspectives.

Critical and
Creative
Thinking

9–10

Intercultural
Capability

9–10

Ethical
Capability

9–10

7–8

10

Students analyse the different perspectives of people in the past and
evaluate how these perspectives are influenced by the significant
events, ideas, locations, beliefs and values. They evaluate different
historical interpretations and contested debates. Students construct
and communicate an argument about the past using a range of
reliable sources of evidence. In developing these texts and organising
and presenting their arguments, they use historical terms and
concepts, evidence identified in sources, and they use consistent
referencing of these sources.

Students challenge previously held assumptions and create new links,
proposals and artefacts by investigating ideas that provoke shifts in
perspectives and cross boundaries to generate ideas and solutions.
Students critically examine their own and others’ thinking processes
and discuss factors that influence thinking, including cognitive biases.
Students analyse the ways in which intercultural relationships and
experiences have contributed to the development of attitudes, beliefs
and behaviours, and how they are manifested in various contexts.
Students investigate the connections and distinctions between, and
the relative value of, concepts including fairness and equality, and
respect and tolerance.

Students explore the extent of ethical obligation and the implications
for thinking about consequences and duties in decision-making and
action.

Students create literary texts with a sustained ‘voice’, selecting and
adapting appropriate text structures, literary devices, language,
auditory and visual structures and features for a specific purpose and
intended audience (VCELT477).
Students create imaginative texts that make relevant thematic and
intertextual connections with other texts (VCELT478).

English

Students create sustained texts, including texts that combine specific
digital or media content, for imaginative, informative, or persuasive
purposes that reflect upon challenging and complex issues
(VCELY479).

9

Students reflect on, extend, endorse or refute others’ interpretations of
and responses to literature (VCELT484).

Students create imaginative, informative and persuasive texts that
present a point of view and advance or illustrate arguments, including
texts that integrate visual, print and/or audio features (VCELY449).

Students create literary texts, including hybrid texts, that innovate on
aspects of other texts, including through the use of parody, allusion and
appropriation (VCELT448).

Links to the Australian Curriculum
Curriculum
Area

Level

History

9

Details
Students investigate key aspects of World War I and the Australian
experience of the war, including the nature and significance of the
war in world and Australian history.
Students investigate the impact of World War I, with a particular
emphasis on Australia including the changing role of
women (ACDSEH096 - Scootle).
Students investigate the short- and long-term impact of World War I
on the role of women in Australia.

Students use comprehension strategies to interpret and analyse texts,
comparing and evaluating representations of an event, issue,
situation or character in different texts (ACELY1744 - Scootle).

9

English

Students create imaginative, informative and persuasive texts that
present a point of view and advance or illustrate arguments,
including texts that integrate visual, print and/or audio
features (ACELY1746 - Scootle).
Students explore and reflect on personal understanding of the world
and significant human experience gained from interpreting various
representations of life matters in texts (ACELT1635 - Scootle).
Students investigate and experiment with the use and effect of
extended metaphor, metonymy, allegory, icons, myths and
symbolism in texts, for example poetry, short films, graphic novels,
and plays on similar themes (ACELT1637 - Scootle).
Students create sustained texts, including texts that combine specific
digital or media content, for imaginative, informative, or persuasive
purposes that reflect upon challenging and complex
issues (ACELY1756 - Scootle).

10

Students create literary texts with a sustained ‘voice’, selecting and
adapting appropriate text structures, literary devices, language,
auditory and visual structures and features for a specific purpose and
intended audience (ACELT1815 - Scootle).
Students create imaginative texts that make relevant thematic and
intertextual connections with other texts(ACELT1644 - Scootle).

Critical and
Creative
Thinking

9

Students give reasons to support their thinking, and address opposing
viewpoints and possible weaknesses in their own positions.

10

Students clarify complex information and ideas
drawn from a range of sources.

This resource was developed by historian Dr Ruth Lee and teacher Briony O’Keeffe in partnership with Her Place Women’s Museum Australia.
Dr Ruth Lee has taught Australian history and academic writing at Deakin University, Geelong,
for 25 years; her major research interest has been documenting women’s history. Researching
the life of Dr Mary De Garis, Ruth was awarded her PhD at Deakin University in 2011 and went
on to write the biography Woman War Doctor: The Life of Mary De Garis, Australian Scholarly
Publishing, 2014, which was commended by the Royal Historical Society of Victoria’s
Community History awards. Ruth is co-author, with Heather Sheard, of Women to the Front:
The Extraordinary Australian Women Doctors of the Great War, Penguin Books, 2019.
Briony O’Keeffe is a secondary teacher who founded the Fitzroy High School Feminist
Collective in partnership with her students. Briony then developed a teaching resource
informed by student voice, known as ‘Fightback: Addressing Everyday Sexism in Australian
Schools’, which has been used by educators both nationally and internationally. Briony was
awarded the 2019 ‘Women of Yarra’ award for her work bringing conversations on feminism
and activism to the forefront of mainstream secondary education. She is also part of the Her
Place Women’s Museum Australia Education Committee and has written curriculum for the
Australian Children’s Television Foundation and the Victorian Women’s Trust.
The letters were generously made available from the Mary De Garis Papers, Private Collection.
What Courage Such a Thing Takes: The Life of Mary De Garis is supported by the Victorian
Government and the Victorian Veterans Council.
More information: www.herplacemuseum.com

