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Introduction
This resource can be used with pupils at Third level, and includes 12 primary sources from
the National Library of Scotland collections, as well as suggested activities and ideas for
further research and study. It aims to explore how a past conflict – the First World War – had
an impact on people’s lives, and specifically how it affected one young woman from a
Scottish family. Pupils will also have the opportunity to engage with a range of primary
sources – photographs, newspaper and magazine articles, picture postcards, oral history,
and printed material – to come to their own conclusions about life at this period of history.
The resource contains a suggested activity – History Detectives – but the 12 sources can
also be used as a starting point for discussion and further study. This case study will prove
useful for exploring the role of women in the First World War and attitudes towards women
and warfare at this period of history.
As well as being used for historical study, the 12 sources can also be used as a stimulus for
creative writing, drama, and cross-curricular projects.
All of the sources in this case study are taken from photo albums and scrapbooks compiled
by Mairi Chisholm which are now in the collections of the National Library of Scotland.
Biography of Mairi Gooden Chisholm (1896-1981)
At the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, many voluntary women's organisations were
set up to help sick and wounded allied servicemen. Among those keen to join in this work
was an 18-year old girl from a Scottish family, Mairi Gooden Chisholm. Born in England in
February 1896, Mairi was the second child of Roderick Chisholm, chief of Clan Chisholm
and his wife, Margaret Fraser, daughter of Colonel William Fraser of Colbokie and
Guisachan.
Mairi was so keen to help the war effort that she travelled to London on her own motorcycle.
Once in London, she became a dispatch rider for the Women’s Emergency Corps, which
was staffed mainly by suffragettes who had put themselves at the government’s disposal.
Her proficiency in negotiating the London traffic on her racing motorbike attracted the
attention of Dr Hector Munro who was founding a Flying Ambulance Corps to be sent to
Belgium. She gladly accepted his invitation to join his team and travel to Belgium. There
were three other women apart from herself: Elizabeth ('Elsie') Knocker, Helen Gleason (an
American), and Lady Dorothy Fielding. There were four male doctors and two male drivers in
the group.
Not long after their arrival in Belgium, Elsie Knocker realised that many soldiers were dying
whilst being transported back from the Front to where they could receive medical attention.
This led to her and Mairi Chisholm setting up their own medical post right on the Front Line,
in a village called Pervyse, and eventually severing their links with the Flying Ambulance
Corps. At Pervyse, right until almost the end of the war, they treated wounded soldiers on
the spot, sometimes carrying the wounded in from No Man's Land over their shoulders. They
also transported the wounded away from the Front in ambulances, often on pitch-dark
nights. Mairi Chisholm had no medical training, but learned the necessary procedures by
copying her companion. The extraordinary thing was that Mairi and Elsie were acting

completely as free agents, and were not even affiliated to the Red Cross. They had to
support their activities by raising their own funds.
Both Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker were gassed during the major German offensive of
March 1918. Elsie had to be sent back to Britain, but Mairi returned alone to Pervyse for a
few weeks before eventually having to abandon the post just months before the end of the
war.
After the war, Mairi Chisholm briefly joined the Women's Royal Air Force and, among other
things, raced cars at Brooklands. But her health remained fragile and she was advised to
lead a quieter life in the countryside. She lived in Argyllshire from the 1930s, and died at
Perth Hospital on 22 August 1981.
Suggested activity: History Detectives




Start by exploring and discussing the range of primary sources that are available to
historians – for example, photographs, newspapers, letters, diaries, film, printed
pamphlets and leaflets, posters, and maps - and the type of information that each source
can provide. How reliable are each of these sources? What are their limitations and
benefits in terms of helping us to find out about the past?
Divide the class into six groups. Each group will be given a pair of sources relating to
Mairi Chisholm:
Group 1: Sources 1 and 2 – sources relating to Mairi Chisholm's decision to
volunteer in Belgium
Group 2: Sources 3 and 4 – sources relating to Pervyse, Belgium, where Mairi
Chisholm was based during the war
Group 3: Sources 5 and 6 – sources relating to the Poste de Secours Anglais
Group 4: Sources 7 and 8 – sources relating to ambulances / ambulance drivers
Group 5: Sources 9 and 10 – sources relating to the work which Mairi Chisholm
carried out in Belgium
Group 6: Sources 11 and 12 – sources relating to fundraising campaigns for the
work which Mairi Chisholm was doing in Belgium
 Without providing any detailed information about this topic to start with, ask each
group to examine their sources and to look for clues about what each source can tell
us. You might like to use the following questions as a prompt:
Can you find a place name or personal name mentioned in the source?
Can you see a date?
If the source is a photograph or image, what does it show? What’s happening
in the picture?
In each pair of sources, can you find a common theme (or person, or place)?
If the source is a newspaper article, what are the main facts that are being
conveyed?
If the source is a letter, can you find out who it's written to and from?
Is the source hand-written or printed / published?
Explain that a historian or archivist will often have to research and examine primary
sources in this way in order to piece together a story, narrative, or thesis.



Ask each group to discuss the sources and to make brief notes. Each group will then
report back to the rest of the class in turn, sharing the information that they have
discovered. As each group reports back, the narrative will be revealed piece by
piece. Also, one group might be able to contribute information which will help to make
sense of another group’s sources. You can also use the source descriptions below to
check and supplement the narrative.
As a class, the pupils will discover more about the life of Mairi Chisholm, which can
then be used as the basis for further study and research.



Ask the pupils which sources they found most useful or difficult to use, and why?
What are the benefits of exploring a range of different primary sources? What
information is still missing to complete this story or to find out more about the wider
context? Where might one look to find this information?

Descriptions of each source
Source 1: Transcript of an interview with Mairi Chisholm, recorded in 1976, when she
was aged 80
This extract is taken from an interview with Mairi Chisholm, recorded at the Imperial War
Museum in 1976. It describes Mairi's reasons for wanting to volunteer her services during
the First World War, and also her parents' reactions to her decision. Mairi was aged 18 when
she volunteered as a dispatch rider for the Women’s Emergency Corps, founded by the
Women's Social and Political Union.
Extract used with kind permission of the Imperial War Museum.
Source 2: Carte d'identité belonging to Mairi Chisholm
This identity card belonging to Mairi Chisholm describes her profession as 'infirmière'
(nurse), although she did not have any formal medical training. She worked as an
ambulance driver and ran a first aid post with her friend Elsie Knocker, providing basic first
aid treatment to wounded soldiers before they were transferred to a field hospital.
Source 3: Picture postcard showing Dixmudeschestraat, Pervyse, Belgium, 1914
Mairi Chisholm and her friend Elsie Knocker set up a first aid post at Pervyse, on the Front
Line midway between Nieuport and Ypres, in November 1914. Pervyse was strategically
important to the allies, and was part of the Yser Front, the northern section of the Western
Front which was held by Belgian troops from October 1914-1918. If Pervyse had fallen to the
Germans, the Yser Front would have been lost. The village was largely destroyed during the
First World War (as can be seen in source 4).
This picture postcard shows Pervyse as it was in 1914, just prior to the First World War.

Source 4: Picture postcard showing Dixmude Street (Dixmudeschestraat), Pervyse,
Belgium, 1914
This picture postcard shows the same street in Pervyse as source 3, but after the
bombardment had begun. The village was largely destroyed during the First World War, and
Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker lived and worked among the ruins for four years.
Source 5: Photo of the Poste de Secours Anglais, Pervyse, Belgium
When Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker first arrived in Pervyse, they set up a first aid post in
the cellar of a bombed-out house – usually referred to as the Cellar House of Pervyse. The
room was less than six feet high, and contained two camp beds, a stove, and a table. Mairi
and Elsie lived in the cellar and used it as a base for treating wounded soldiers.
Elsie and Mairi later moved to another building in Pervyse where they set up a Poste de
Secours Anglais (British First Aid Post) shown in this photograph from Mairi’s photo album.
Source 6: Newspaper cutting, 'Nurses in the Belgian trenches'
This newspaper cutting from Mairi's scrapbook reports a lecture that Mairi and Elsie gave in
Dundee and describes how and why they set up the first aid post in Pervyse.
Source 7: Photo of Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker with their Wolseley ambulance
Mairi and Elsie had to raise funds to buy and maintain an ambulance in which to collect
wounded men from the Front Line, and to take them to the base hospital. One of the
ambulances was donated by the people of Sutton Coldfield. Mairi did much of the driving,
often on pitch-dark nights, and in difficult conditions. In a 1976 interview conducted by the
Imperial War Museum, Mairi said: 'But coming for a long way you were driving in the pitch
dark and an empty ambulance. And of course you had no shelter in front, nothing like a
windscreen or anything, and no electric lights – no electricity on the car at all, so if you
wanted lights you got out and struck a match and lit a carbide light and hoped to goodness it
wasn’t blocked at that moment and would light, and perhaps driving rain and an awful wind.'
Extract used with kind permission of the Imperial War Museum.
Source 8: Newspaper cutting, 'The Order of Leopold', Daily Mirror, 28 March 1915
Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker were both appointed Chevalier of the Order of Leopold on
31 January 1915, with a later investiture by King Albert of the Belgians. The order of Leopold
is the highest order of knighthood in Belgium, and was awarded for their courageous work at
the Front Line.
Source 9: Article from The Illustrated War News, 1917
This magazine article highlights the work of Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker in Belgium,
although it doesn’t mention them by name. The women are described as ‘fair wearers of tin
hats’, and the text says that they have ‘swapped their handbags for sandbags’.

Source 10: Transcript of an interview with Mairi Chisholm, recorded in 1976, when she
was aged 80
This extract is taken from an interview with Mairi Chisholm, recorded at the Imperial War
Museum in 1976. It describes her day-to-day work at the first aid station at Pervyse.
Extract used with kind permission of the Imperial War Museum.
Source 11: Flyer for a fundraising concert at The Alhambra, London, in aid of the
‘heroines of Pervyse’
This concert, organised by actress Eva Moore, was one of many events and lectures put on
to raise much-needed funds for the work that Mairi and Elsie were doing in Belgium. Their
work was self-funded, so this type of fundraising event was essential for the continuation of
their services to wounded soldiers.
Source 12: Letter from actress Eva Moore published in The Daily Chronicle, 18
October 1915
Actress Eva Moore was a friend of Mairi and Elsie, and was instrumental in raising
awareness of their work in Pervyse and encouraging people to give money to keep the first
aid post in operation. Eva Moore wrote to dozens of newspapers and magazines, gave
numerous interviews, and highlighted the work of Mairi and Elsie at the end of her stage
performances.

Further activities




The depiction of women in warfare
Use Source 9 (extract from 'The Illustrated War News') as a starting point for
exploring how women’s involvement in the First World War was depicted at the time.
Try to find out more about 'The Illustrated War News' and its readership. What does
the article convey about women’s involvement in the war? What is the tone of this
article? Do you think it is written by a man or a woman? Give reasons for your
answer.
Look closely at the photographs – do they convey the danger of the situation? Make
a list of the words and phrases used to describe the women in the photographs.
Compare these descriptions with other accounts of Mairi and Elsie’s work (Sources
6, 10, 12).
On 2 February 1915, novelist and poet May Sinclair wrote an article in the 'Daily
Chronicle'. She commented on the way in which male foreign correspondents were
emphasising women's 'pluckiness' and their heroic sacrifice, rather than showing the
hard work that went on behind the scenes.
'The finest part of it will never be known, for it was done in solitary places and in the
dark when Special Correspondents are asleep in their hotels'. Evaluate Source 9 in
the light of this statement.
Further study and research
Do you think that Mairi Chisholm's experience is typical of women’s involvement in
the First World War? Find out more about women’s war work, for example the work



of Elsie Inglis and the Scottish Women's Field Hospitals
http://scotlandonscreen.org.uk/database/record.php?usi=007-000-000-019-C
Creative writing / literacy / drama
Use Source 1 (transcript of interview with Mairi Chisholm) as a starting point for a
piece of creative writing or drama exploring Mairi's decision to leave home to
volunteer as an ambulance driver, and her parent’s differing reactions.
Use Sources 3 and 4 (picture postcards of Pervyse, Belgium) to imagine how life
changed for the people living in this village in 1914. Try to find out more about what
Pervyse (Pervijze) looks like today, and about Belgium's role in the First World War.
To raise funds for their work in Belgium, Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker, travelled
around Britain giving presentations about their work. Create a similar presentation,
where 'Mairi' and 'Elsie' give first-hand accounts of their work with the aim of
persuading people to support them.

Where to find more information
Mairi Chisholm's photo albums and scrapbooks are held at the National Library of Scotland
(Acc. 8006). Her diaries are in the collections of the Imperial War Museum
http://archive.iwm.org.uk/server/show/nav.3248
You can find out more general information about Mairi Chisholm on the National Library of
Scotland web feature 'Experiences of the Great War' http://digital.nls.uk/great-war/
There is more information about women's involvement in the First World War on the National
Library of Scotland web feature 'Women in the Great War'
http://www.nls.uk/learning-zone/history/themes-in-focus/women-in-the-great-war
Diane Atkinson has written a book about Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker called 'Elsie &
Mairi Go To War: Two extraordinary women on the Western Front', 2010, Arrow Books,
London.
Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker (later the Baroness T'Serclaes) wrote a book in 1917
called 'The Cellar-House of Pervyse: A tale of uncommon things from the journals and letters
of the Baroness T’Serclaes and Mairi Chisholm'.
Shire Publications have recently produced a book 'Medical Services in the First World War'
by Susan Cohen (2014) and there is an existing publication 'Women in the First World War'
by Neil R Storey and Molly Housego, 2010.
You can find out more about Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker in this BBC Woman’s Hour
programme, first broadcast on 7 July 2009
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/womanshour/03/2009_27_tue.shtml

Source 1:
Extract used with kind permission of the Imperial War Museum:

'… when war broke out I was very anxious obviously to do what I could and I had the
offer to go up to London and join the Women's Emergency Corps, and so I went to
my parents and suggested that that was what I would like to do, and my father said:
"Well, you've got your head screwed on all right and I'm not opposed to it, I think it's
very natural for a young person to wish to do what they can in the circumstances."
'My mother was terribly opposed and they started a very fierce argument on the
suitability or otherwise, and meantime I went upstairs and collected some
underclothes and things in a big handkerchief. My mother said: "I will on no account
give her anything to take things away with her", and I rode up to London.'

– Transcript of an interview with Mairi Chisholm, recorded in 1976, when she was aged 80
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Source 10:
Extract used with kind permission of the Imperial War Museum:

'What about the sort of day-to-day work at Pervyse?'
'Well, the day-to-day work was, if the trenches were quiet, there was generally a
young medical student or somebody who was in the trenches with them, he would
give the man a chit, say one of these with a boil who wasn't allowed to stay back for
it. He'd give him a chit: "Go to the ladies and they'll attend to that boil for you." And
we used to have – perhaps for an hour if the lines were quiet – we'd have these
people coming in, beard disease, VD, boils, all those sort of things, you know, for
ordinary treatment, sore feet, anything you like.
'… and then of course quite a certain amount of our work was at night. We used to
be pulled up – that's why we slept with our clothes on. At any moment you'd hear a
roar of "blessé, blessé, blessé" (wounded) and the door would be flung open and the
soldiers would bring in one of their companions. And also we went into the trenches
ourselves a lot, you see, and poked our noses around to see everybody was all right,
and occasionally we went out into the advance trenches, which was within 25 yards
of the Germans.'

– Transcript of an interview with Mairi Chisholm, recorded in 1976, when she was aged 80.
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