
Diane Atkinson is the author of 

the book Elsie and Mairi Go To 
War: Two Extraordinary Women 
on the Western Front published 

by Random House, 2009.  

She is the narrator, Pauline 

Lockhart plays Mairi and Clare 

Waugh plays Elsie. Marilyn Imrie 

is the Director. 

Venue
Dovecot (Venue 198) 
10 Infirmary Street 
Edinburgh EH1

Dates
Previews Aug 4-5 at 4pm for one 
hour, tickets £6, concessions £5
Aug 6-7, 9-14, 16-20 at 4pm  
for one hour, tickets £8,  
concessions £6
 
Tickets 
Tickets will be on sale at the  
Fringe Box Office and also at  
Dovecot from 3.30 pm, before  
the performance begins at 4pm
 
Press enquiries 
www.dianeatkinson.co.uk 
info@dianeatkinson.co.uk
tel: 07957 354 874 

Diane is staying at the 
Missoni Hotel, George IV Bridge, 
Edinburgh EH1 and will be  
available for interviews from 
August 2 

Press photographs will be  
available from July 17th
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Joan Bakewell A terrific, entertaining, warm-hearted story   
Kate Adie A compelling story of forgotten heroines    

Kathryn Hughes A ripping yarn about two plucky gels

Diane Atkinson and well-known Scottish actresses Pauline Lockhart 
and Clare Waugh bring the story of Elsie Knocker and Mairi Gooden-
Chisholm, the most famous women of the Great War, to life. 

Elsie and Mairi were the only women to nurse on the Western Front from 1914 
to 1918. Living just yards from the German trenches, they received many  
medals for their courage in retrieving wounded soldiers while under fire.  
They were mad-keen motorbikers.
Elsie was 30 and a woman with a past. A trained nurse and a divorced single 
mother, she cut a dash in her bike leathers made by Dunhill. 

Mairi was posh and Scottish, and 
eighteen when she went to war. Instead  
of going to tennis parties she preferred 
to race her motorbike.
At the Front they were the only 
women for miles and they quickly 
became a man-magnet. It was not all 
gore and grimness: their first-aid post 
became famous for its parties; in 1916 
Elsie married Harry, a dashing Belgian 
airman, Baron Harold de T’Serclaes.

Mairi’s boyfriend was Jack Petre of the Royal Flying Corps. He chucked out 
love tokens from his plane: boxes of chocolates, jewellery and a wooden model 
airman, attached to a parachute – which Mairi retrieved and cherished for the 
rest of her life. Jack was killed in 1917. 
Elsie and Mairi’s hellish home was as cosy as possible: they grew marrows for 
jam, had a giant see-saw in the garden, and Shot, a fox terrier took messages to 
the Germans when the women wanted to retrieve British pilots’ bodies from  
No Man’s Land. 
In 1918 they were nearly killed in a gas attack. The barking of Shot saved their 
lives but he died. They were invalided back to England. At the end of the war 
they quarrelled and never saw each other again.





Diane Atkinson is a historian specialising in writing about brave and ballsy women who will 
not be told what to do. Her recent book, Elsie and Mairi Go To War: Two Extraordinary Women 
on the Western Front, from which this show is adapted, was published by Random House in July 
2009. Her earliest books were on the Suffragette campaign for the vote. She has also curated 
two major exhibitions: Purple, White and Green; Suffragettes in London 1906-1914 at the Mu-
seum of London which travelled to New Zealand and Australia, and Funny Girls Cartooning 
for Equality for the Fawcett Society. In 2003 Macmillan published Love and Dirt: the Marriage 
of Arthur Munby and Hannah Cullwick. In 2004 she completed an MA in Life-writing at the 
University of East Anglia.

Pauline Lockhart lives in Edinburgh and has worked with many of the UK’s leading theatre 
companies, including Manchester Royal Exchange, Hampstead Theatre, West Yorkshire 
Playhouse, National Theatre of Scotland, Stellar Quines, Oran Mor, the Tron Theatre, and 
the Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh. TV work includes: Holby City, Monarch of the Glen, Casualty 
(BBC), Heartless and The Glass (ITV).Films include Strictly Sinatra and Gladiatress. Radio work 
includes many plays for BBC Radio Scotland, Radio 3 and 4. Pauline has been awarded the 
TMA Best Supporting Actress, and the Manchester Evening News Award for An Experiment 
with an Air-Pump at the Manchester Royal Exchange.

Clare Waugh trained at RSAMD and lives in Glasgow. Her theatre work includes: 
The Little Mermaid (Cumbernauld Theatre), For What We Are About To Receive and Teechers 
(Brunton Theatre), Beauty and the Beast (Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh) Tutti Frutti (National 
Theatre of Scotland), Outright and Wildfire (Traverse Theatre) and 100th Play, Flowers on the 
River and Casablanca for the Oran Mor Pie Pint Play season. She has just finished filming on 
This September, an adaptation of a Rosamunde Pilcher novel for Gate Television, her third 
Taggart for STV and a short film Love Cake. Film and television credits include: Rab C Nesbitt, 
Only and Excuse, Floor Show for BBC Scotland, Famous People Wark Clemments/Channel 4) 
and The Last Laugh (BBC 3). Radio work includes: Vox Poppers – The Holiday (Comedy Unit), 
Nice Device and Small Blue Thing (BBC Scotland). Clare has also directed in Spain, the US and 
Australia. 

Marilyn Imrie works in theatre, radio and television as a producer and director for BBC, ITV 
and Independent companies, Absolutely, Bona Broadcasting, Kindle, CBL, and Sweet Talk. She 
has won awards for plays by Jessie Kesson, David Hare, Kazuo Isheguro, and John Mortimer 
and an RTS Award for her work on the animation series Big and Small, starring Lenny Henry 
and Imelda Staunton. Recent BBC work includes Rumpole, The Classic Serial: Clarissa, Baggage 
and The Stanley Baxter Playhouse. She divides her home and working life between Edinburgh 
and London. Theatre work includes: Lie Down Comic by John Mortimer, The Bones Boys by 
Colin Macdonald, both for Oran Mor, Overdue South by Jules Horne for the Traverse Theatre/
BBC Scotland and Mortimer’s Miscellany for the Henley Festival. Marilyn is joint-chair of the 
board of Stellar Quines theatre company and on the board of the new writing theatre company 
Paines Plough. 

The Cast

Narrator ................ Diane Atkinson
Mairi Gooden-Chisholm.... Pauline Lockhart

Elsie Knocker............ Clare Waugh

Director................. Marilyn Imrie
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When I was researching Elsie and Mairi Go To War… I had a lot of help from Mairi 
Gooden-Chisholm’s family, some of whom still in Scotland. I was fascinated to know 
more about Mairi’s romance with Squadron Commander J.J ‘Jack’ Petre, a chap who 
seems to have leaped off a Boys’ Own adventure book into Mairi’s life. They had a lot 
in common and were both mad keen motorbikers – he had won the Public Schools 
Race at Brooklands in 1914. 

In the course of wooing her he said he was interested in the aerodynamics of para-
chutes. They were denied to British pilots at this time in case they bailed out of their 
planes when they got into trouble! So Jack chucked out presents to her from the skies 
above the dug-out at Pervyse in the guise of a scientific experiment. On certain days, 
if the weather was right, he would throw out a series of parcels attached to parachutes 
and Mairi was to retrieve them (sometimes from No Man’s Land, which involved 
sending the dog Shot to the German trenches with a note asking permission to retrieve 
the parachuted goods), and then report back what condition they were in when she 
found them. 

When she was interviewed in the 1970s she mentioned the boxes of chocolates and 
jewellery he had thrown down to her, love tokens. Moved by this story, I set off on a  
journey to find out about ‘dear Jack’ who had been killed a few miles from Elsie and 
Mairi’s dug-out demonstrating a new aeroplane in the spring of 1917. 

Thanks to the internet I was able to spend a wonderful day with Jack’s niece, Mrs 
Elizabeth Edwards, poring over the family albums and getting a sense of Jack and 
Mairi’s romance. There are photographs of them together looking shy and impossibly 
young and innocent. 

By a complete coincidence, Mrs Edwards showed a copy of Elsie and Mairi Go To War, 
which had just been published, to a family member. When Mrs Kirsty Petre, Jack’s 
niece-in-law saw Mairi on the cover she remembered meeting her at an agricultural 
show in the Highlands in 1980. 

By chance more than fifty years after Jack was killed, Mairi went on to have tea with 
the Petres in Oban, just a few miles from where she had been living since the 1930s, 
and met his sixteen year-old great-nephew Benedict, who idolised him and whose bed-
room was a shrine to his adored great-uncle. When Benedict was introduced to Mairi 
she must have been taken back to the war and the good times they had had together at 
their first-aid post: because Benedict was the living image of Jack. 

Mairi and Benedict spent a marvellous afternoon together and when they said good-
bye she wished him good luck. Mairi died in 1981, aged eighty-five. Some weeks later 
a friend delivered a bag filled with Mairi’s treasured mementoes of Jack to Benedict. 
There was a photograph of him in flying helmet and goggles in his cockpit, with his 
autograph engraved into the silver frame, some letters and that poignant love token, 
the wooden airman with a wooden parachute on his back that he had made for her 
and chucked out of his plane. She had retrieved the airman from that soggy scarred 
landscape, and treasured him all those years. 
Benedict’s mother kindly allowed us to use the doll in the readings we gave at the 
National Library of Scotland in October 2009 and at Dovecot Studios in December. 
A faithful replica has been made by Jason and Lif Parker and we will use it in our show. 

Mairi Gooden-Chisholm’s 
photograph albums and scrap 
books of her time at Pervyse 
are held by the National 
Library of Scotland. 
Her diaries are at the  
Imperial War Museum in 
London, as well as the clothes 
she wears in all the photo-
graphs - her coat, breeches  
and headscarf. 

The Story Of The Wooden Airman



Elsie and Mairi Go To War

A small selection of photographs 
from Elsie and Mairi Go To War. 
For high resolution images please 
contact Diane Atkinson at
drdianeatkinson@aol.com 

mailto:drdianeatkinson%40aol.com?subject=High%20Res%20Photo
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