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Whimsy and Woe 

By Rebecca McRitchie  

Illustrations by Sonia Kretschmar 

Book Summary: 

After being abandoned by their thespian parents one 
afternoon while playing their weekly family game of hide-and-
seek, Whimsy and Woe Mordaunt are left in the care of their 
austere Aunt Apoline. 

Forced to work in her boarding house, looking after the guests, 
sharpening the thorns of every plant in the poisonous plant 
garden and listening to off-key renditions of 'Fish Are Friends 
Too' - an aria made famous by the legendary Magnus 
Montgomery - Whimsy and Woe lose all hope that their 
parents will someday return. Until one day, quite by accident, 
the siblings stumble upon a half-charred letter that sets them 
on a course to freedom and finding their parents. 

Dark, funny, darkly funny and funnily dark, Whimsy & Woe 
takes readers on an adventure with two intrepid siblings in a 
tale of mischief, monocles, mice and mist. 

 

Key Learning Outcomes 

ENGLISH ACELA1490, ACELA1493, ACELA1495, ACELA1496, 
ACELT1603, ACELT1605, ACELT1606, ACELY1688, ACELY1690, 
ACELY1692 

MEDIA ARTS ACAMAR061 

VISUAL ARTS ACAVAM111, ACAVAM112 

HEALTH AND PHSYCIAL EDUCATION   ACPPS033, ACPPS034, 
ACPPS035 

 

Themes 

Trust, Faith, Developing a sense of Identity, Six Degrees of 
Separation 
 

Recommended Ages: 9+ 
 

 

ISBN: 9781460753040   19.99 

EBook:  9781460707685 

Notes by: Nadia McCallum 
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Before reading  

Cover Illustration 

Look at the cover of the book. Do you like it? We often say that you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, 
but a lot of thought goes into designing a cover that appeals enough so that someone will pick it up  to 
read blurb on the back, or flip through a few of the pages. 

Following are five key graphic design principles. Under each, write how you think the illustrator used 
these principles to create a cover that was visually appealing. 

Contrast is used to avoid different elements on a design being similar. In relation to contrast we 
examine things such as; colour, size, shape, space, font, etc. 
(e.g. the colour of the font versus the colour of the background) 

Alignment is the visual connection every element on the design has with the other elements. 
(e.g. in this cover you could say the essential elements have been aligned along the centre point) 

Proximity is when items which relate to each other, are grouped together, becoming one visual unit. 
(e.g. such as the text, and how different images are grouped together) 

Hierarchy is the order you are encouraged to look at things. 

Curiosity is the effort the designer has put in to raise your interest and draw you in. 

 

 

Themes  

Trust 

At many moments in the book the children must trust people whom they really don’t know. Some of 
the time it works for them, such as when they meet the Blackwood brothers, but other times it 
doesn’t. As you read the book, list the different people whom Whimsy and Woe have to interact with. 
What indicators helped them decide who could be trusted?  

In your life - how do you know who to trust? Does it change when you are online? 

Resources: 

Office of the Children’s eSafety Commissioner   https://www.esafety.gov.au/education-resources 

National Crime Prevention Council   http://www.ncpc.org/topics/violent-crime-and-personal-safety/strangers 

American Psychological Association  www.apa.org  
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Faith 

Complete trust or confidence in someone or something.    http://en.oxforddictionaries.com 

Whimsy and Woe always felt that their parents would come back for them. While it confused them as 
time went on, because their parents didn’t send them letters or come back for them, they always 
believed that their parents loved them and wanted them.  

List the things you have faith in, e.g. faith that your parents love you. 

Developing a sense of Identity 

We learn a lot about Whimsy and Woe throughout the book as they discover things about themselves. 
As you read the book, keep a list of the challenges they face, the people they meet, and the situations 
they find themselves in; and what qualities and values these show us about them. 

For example - When escaping from the pirate in Chapter 29 – 31, Whimsy and Woe rely on the stories 
from their mother to give them strategies and tactics that show the imaginative and creative household 
they grew up in. Their vivid imagination and quick thinking, developed in their childhood years, helps 
them escape. Equally important is the teamwork the siblings utilise. They aren’t able to communicate 
their plan to each other, so they rely on how well they know each other that grew from the time  they 
have spent playing and living together. 

Six Degrees of Separation 

Six degrees of separation is the idea that everyone on earth is connected to everyone else by, at most, 
six steps (watch Veritasium YouTube video: https://youtu.be/TcxZSmzPw8k). 

In the book, Whimsy and Woe keep meeting people who are connected to characters they’ve 
previously met. While most of these characters are only one or two steps removed, it provides for an 
interesting story.  As you read the book, draw a character relationship web showing how each person is 
linked to others in the book. Maybe you could colour code the lines to denote how they are linked. 
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Chapter Study 

Chapter One 

Whimsy and Woe’s Aunt Apoline, tells police that their parents are ‘thespians’ and sees this as an 
acceptable reason to explain why their parents might have spontaneously disappeared. Q;  What is a 
thespian? Why do you think Apoline doesn’t like thespians? 

Chapter Two 

Is the Idle Slug in good condition? What evidence does the book give you for your answer? 

Chapter Three & Four 

Write down all of the words that tell you what Mrs Solt looks like. Using this, draw a picture of what 
you think she looks like.  

Are you given enough description to draw her accurately? If not, how did you know how to ‘fill in the 
blanks’? When you use the context to fill in the blanks, this is called ‘artistic licence’ 

What about the background? That is, the context in which you draw Mrs Solt. Are there clues in the 
book which could help you decide? 

Compare your portrait to everyone else’s. What is the same? What is different? 

Chapter Five 

In this chapter, we are introduced to the Idle Slug’s cook, named Cook. Do you like to cook? Cook 
makes awful tasting dishes which causes Woe to be sick. What food/s don’t you like?  

Gather three recipes each, and as a class compare the vocabulary found in recipes. What words are 
specific to recipes? (e.g. sift, sear, braise, etc) Again, compare these recipes to work out the structure 
for a recipe. 

Now let your imagination run wild! Using the knowledge that you have gleaned from the recipes, in 
order to understand the vocabulary and structure of a recipe, create a recipe for a dish which nobody 
would want to eat. What would it include? Slugs? Mud? How will it be cooked? Should it be seared on 
a BBQ? Or roasted in the oven? Or maybe boiled in slimy water… 

Chapter Six and Seven 

In these chapters, we are introduced to three more characters, all guests at the Idle Slug; Mr 
Abernathy, Miss Ballentine and Constance. Good authors show us what a person is like, instead of 
telling us. They do this by using description. For each character, write an adjective that tells us what 
the character is like, and then the phrases or words from the passage that the author used to describe 
them as that adjective. Be sure to include the page number as a reference.  

For example, Constance – resourceful, “the Purple Pudding she used as a disguise to enter the Purple 
People Colony” pg 34 
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Chapter Eight, Nine and Ten 

In these chapters, we meet Mr Solt. Is he a nice character? List the events that lead you to this belief. 

(e.g. he didn’t introduce himself to Whimsy or Woe, he didn’t greet his wife, instead just saying, “Come 
Inclementia!”, Mr Solt was ‘impressed’ by the poisonous plant collection, etc) 

Who does Whimsy think Mr Solt is? What was her clue? 

Chapter Eleven 

What critical piece of information do we learn in this chapter? 

Chapter Twelve 

What do the siblings discover in this chapter? Why might this be important? 

Chapter Thirteen 

In this chapter, we learn three critical pieces of information; 

Mr Solt has covered up the abduction of Whimsy and Woe’s parents; 

Mr Solt wants to take the children for his wife’ 

Mr Solt has profited from the disappearance of Whimsy and Woe’s parents. 

Now you have this new information, what questions do you have? 

For example; Why would Mr Solt want Whimsy and Woe in particular? Wouldn’t it be risky for Mr Solt 
to try take them as it could give away his crime? 

Chapter Fourteen 

In previous years Whimsy and Woe had contemplated running away, but something stopped them. 
What was it? Why has this now changed? 

Chapter Fifteen, Sixteen and Seventeen 

A technique used to increase urgency and excitement is for events to happen in quick succession. 

Use a timeline to show all of the events that happen, in the order that they happen chronologically, in 
these two chapters. 

Chapter Eighteen 

In this chapter Whimsy and Woe set off in the mended hot air balloon. Quite a daring escape! How 
would you feel if you were them? Would you be so bold as to escape through the roof in a patched-up 
hot air balloon? Write a pros and con list for their daring escape. 

Chapter Nineteen, Twenty and Twenty-One 

List all the different things the Blackwoods do to be kind to and help Whimsy and Woe. 



 

 
These notes may be reproduced free of charge for use and study within schools but they may not be 

reproduced (either in whole or in part) and offered for commercial sale. 

       
Page 7 

Chapter Twenty-Two 

What alarming piece of information do we learn in this chapter? 

Do you think the high taxes are being spent on the town? What evidence do you have for your 
opinion? 

Chapter Twenty-Three 

Again, a sense of urgency is created by having a lot of events happen very quickly. List all of the events 
that occurred between pages 115 -116. 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

Why is the yellow cardigan so significant? 

Chapter Twenty-Five 

In this chapter Whimsy and Woe ‘act’ their way out of trouble. Is acting just another word for lying? Is 
it ok to tell a lie in certain circumstances? What makes some lies okay, and others not? 

Chapter Twenty-Six 

Where is Constance headed to? What is the complication in her plan? 

Chapter Twenty-Seven and Twenty-Eight 

This chapter has an enormous amount of descriptive language, designed to paint a clear picture in the 
reader’s mind. In pairs, take either page 133, page 134 or page 140, and highlight all the description – 
adjectives, adverbs, similes, etc. Now write the events for these pages. Then come together as a group 
to compile what you found. How does this differ from the chapters which created a sense of urgency, 
such as pages 115 – 116 in Chapter twenty-three? 

Chapter Twenty-Nine 

“Treasures, ye say?” The man’s uncovered eye widened interestedly before dropping to 
their suitcases. Whimsy had seen the look that now gleamed in the strange man’s eye 
before. It was one she had seen in Mr Solt’s eyes and one that they saw frequently in the 
eyes of their aunt: greed. Whimsy gripped her suitcase a little tighter as the man 
continued to stare. 

A whole paragraph is devoted to describing the look in the shopkeeper’s eye. In small groups, 
deconstruct the paragraph to determine what techniques were used to create the mood/feeling in this 
paragraph e.g. comparing the man to a character we already know (efficiency for description). 

Now try the next paragraph by yourself. 

The light from the lamp gave the man’s face an eerie amber glow. They could now clearly see the 
marks that lined the store’s co-owner’s face. They were scars. Lots of them. The angry slashes, 
darkened with age, were carved so deeply that the man’s face looked as though it had simply cracked. 
Whimsy felt herself take a small step back at the sight of it and place a hand protectively over her dress 
pocket where Eloise lay hidden. 
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Chapter Thirty 

What is it about the shop’s co-owner that makes Whimsy and Woe think he’s a pirate? 

How did Whimsy and Woe’s mother’s stories help them in this chapter? 

Chapter Thirty-One 

List the tactics Whimsy and Woe used to escape.  

Would you have been as brave as Whimsy and Woe? Write about a time where you had to be brave. 
What happened? How did you handle it? What made you brave? 

Chapter Thirty-Two 

Why was it important for Whimsy and Woe to take some time out on the beach? What do you do 
when you take some time out? How do you cope with stressful or upsetting situations? Compile a list 
of useful strategies from everyone in the class. Did someone else have a strategy that you hadn’t 
thought of that you could use in the future? 

Chapter Thirty-Three 

In two minutes, brainstorm all the different reasons why someone might be chained to their house. No 
idea is a bad idea – list them all! As you write your ideas, more ideas and better ideas will flow. So don’t 
be nervous – just write! 

Chapter Thirty-Four and Thirty-Five 

In these chapters Whimsy and Woe put together some crucial bits of information. What have they 
begun to figure out? 

Chapter Thirty-Six 

How had Whimsy and Woe’s appearance been changed in the poster to make them look more 
menacing? What words accompanied their pictures to give emphasis to how awful they were? How do 
you think this made them feel? 

Chapter Thirty-Seven 

What about the name of the boat made the children concerned? 

Chapter Thirty-Eight 

What do you think of Woe’s choice of song? Could you think of others you could sing that would be 
appropriate, given the context? 

Chapter Thirty-Nine and Forty 

Whimsy and Woe encounter a storm while out at sea. How do they stop the boat from sinking? Is this 
how boats usually cope in storms? Do some research to find out how boats stay afloat during storms 
and hurricanes. 
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Chapter Forty-One 

All the while, the siblings couldn’t shake the feeling that they had said goodbye to an 
important, mouse-sized part of them.  Pg205 

Why was it difficult for the children to say goodbye to Eloise? 

Chapter Forty-Two 

How did Whimsy and Woe know they were travelling in circles? How did they solve it? 

This chapter reminds me of a maze. Have you ever tried to solve a maze? Do you know the difference 
between a maze and a labyrinth? 

Did you know that the first recorded labyrinth was from Egypt in the 5th Century? One of the most 
famous mazes was the Cretan Labyrinth that housed the terrifying Minotaur at its end. The history and 
sociology of labyrinths is fascinating. Research one of the following labyrinths; 

- Cretan Labyrinth 
- Chartres Cathedral 
- Hampton Court Palace Maze 

References (to get you started) 
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/winding-history-maze-180951998/ 
http://www.nbm.org/brief-history-mazes/ 
https://www.hrp.org.uk/hampton-court-palace/explore/the-maze/ 
https://www.britannica.com/technology/labyrinth-architecture#ref227997 

Chapter Forty-Three to Forty-Seven  

What do you think of the Astors? Would you live at Anywhere Swamp? Why/why not?  

If you had to work an Anywhere Swamp, where would you work, in the factory or out in the fields? 

Chapter Forty-Eight 

Even though Whimsy and Woe had a bad feeling about the Astors, they believed them when they said 
their parents were there. Why? Why would you believe someone you had a bad feeling about? 

Chapter Forty-Nine 

What piece of evidence validated the Astor’s feeling that the children were bad news? Why do you 
think Woe kept it? 

Chapter Fifty 

What new information do we learn in this chapter that is integral to the story? 

Chapter Fifty-One 

There are many vivid verbs used in the chapter. Make a list of you five favourites. Can you write an 
equally exciting sentence for each one? 
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Chapter Fifty-Two 

How did Whimsy know the Lottle leaf has worked? 

Chapter Fifty-Three 

What was the side-effect of eating the Lottle leaf? 

Chapter Fifty-Four 

Fry uses a ‘hunch’ to decide what is likely to happen and help him solve the mystery. What is the 
definition of a ‘hunch’? What other words are similar to hunch? What word do we use in Mathematics 
when we take an ‘educated guess’? (estimate). What is the purpose of hunches and estimations? Why 
do we use them in place of the actual answer? 

Chapter Fifty-Five and Fifty-Six 

What new connection do Whimsy and Woe make while in the Wallowing Woods? 

Chapter Fifty-Seven 

In this chapter Markus almost gets eaten by a wolf. In reality, wolves rarely kill humans. Are you afraid 
of a certain animal? Is there a valid reason for your fear?  

Chapter Fifty-Eight and Fifty-Nine 

Whimsy and Woe decide to go home, even though they are running short of time. If you were Whimsy 
and Woe, would you have gone home? List all the reasons for going and not going home. Are some 
reasons based on emotion rather than being practical? (i.e. not wanting to bring back painful memories 
is a reason for not going that is based on emotion/feelings.) 

Chapter Sixty 

Markus’ parents sailed the sea, but Markus suffers from seasickness. What special interests or hobbies 
do your parents have? Skiing? Mountain bike riding? Playing chess? Do you share the same interests?  

Chapter Sixty-One 

What do we learn about Apoline and the Idle Slug in this chapter? What new piece of the mystery has 
been figured out? 

Chapter Sixty-Two 

In this chapter Whimsy and Woe escape from their house. Which would be the best way to ‘escape’ 
out of your house, if you couldn’t get out of the usual exits? 

Chapter Sixty-Three 

Apolone shouts, ‘Even if you find them,’ What important fact can we deduce from that statement? 
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Chapter Sixty-Four and Sixty-Five 

At first, when the children find three tickets, they can’t believe their luck. But what new piece of 
information makes them think that attending the festival might not bring them the joy they hope for? 

Chapter Sixty-Six 

In this chapter, we learn about the legend of Favian. What other legends do you know of? What is the 
difference between a myth and a legend? 

Chapter Sixty-Seven, Sixty-Eight and Sixty-Nine 

The Favian Festival has many carnival style games. Have you ever been to a carnival or fair? What are 
your favourite games to play? Write a short recount about the last time you visited a carnival or fair. 
Where was it? Why did you go? What did you do there? What was your favourite activity? Did you eat 
any food while you were there? Often the food at fairs is local to the area. Did the fair have any food 
that was special to the area, or perhaps it had food that was typical of a fair? 

Chapter Seventy to Seventy-Three 

While we might have hoped for a happy ending, we aren’t given one. Re-write the ending of the story 
so that it is a happy one. What ending would you give Whimsy and Woe? 

 

Visual literacy  

The illustrations in Whimsy and Woe  are pen and ink on paper, scanned digitally; in some cases the 
images were edited digitally after completion.  The medium was chosen to reflect the ambiguous 
'Victoriana' era of the text 

The layout of full page images with borders also reference old chapbooks / illustrated novellas 

Given that the story doesn't sit in a defined moment in history, some modern embellishments (e.g.. car  
style of dress) are used, but generally is meant to be around the turn of the century (1895-1910) 

Activities 

Discuss with the students on what period of time they think the novel was set and what elements of 

the pictures makes them think that? 

Discussing aspects of what's happening visually within the illustrations, what they're looking at.  

What or whose perspective are the illustrations from?  

Why did the illustrator choose to draw these illustrations in black and white?  

How do the images make you feel? 
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How to Make Your Own Chapbook:- 

A chapbook is a hand-stitched pamphlet. In the colonial United States, street peddlers 
called chapmen sold chapbooks, which contained religious messages, political opinions, poetry, and 
popular pieces of literature. Today, chapbooks are stilled used as a way to self-publish. 
 
How to create your own Chapbook on Word 
 

About Author Rebecca McRitchie 

Rebecca would love to tell you that she was raised by wolves in the depths of a snow-laden forest 
until she stumbled upon and saved a village from the fiery peril of a disgruntled dragon. But, 
truthfully, she works as a children's book editor and lives in Sydney. 

When Rebecca was twelve, she got her hands on a copy of Harry Potter and ever since she has 
aimed to surround herself with books in any way that she can.  

She has a BA in English Literature and a Masters in Publishing.  

About the Illustrator  Sonia Kretschmar 

The child of German immigrants, Sonia first developed an appreciation of illustration through the 
story books sent to her by her grandmother. So at the age of four, after successfully drawing her 
first duck, she decided to become an illustrator.  

Sonia went on to study Visual Communication at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology. 
Her work has appeared in many magazines and books, including the award-winning Tensy 
Farlow and the Home for Mislaid Children written by Jen Storer. In 2013, Sonia won Gold in the 
Illustrators Australia Awards for her covers of the internationally bestselling Dragonkeeper 
series, written by Carole Wilkinson. Sonia is based in Melbourne, Australia. 

Links to the Australian Curriculum  

ENGLISH 
 
Purpose audience and structures of different types of texts: Understand how texts vary in complexity 
and technicality depending on the approach to the topic, the purpose and the intended audience 
(ACELA1490) 
 
Sentences and clause-level grammar: Understand that the meaning of sentences can be enriched 
through the use of noun groups/ phrases and verb groups/ phrases and prepositional phrases 
(ACELA1493) 
 
Word-level grammar: Understand how adverb groups/ phrases and prepositional phrases work in 
different ways to provide circumstantial details about an activity (ACELA1495) 
 
Visual language: Explore the effect of choices when framing an image, placement of elements in the 
image, and salience on composition of still and moving images in a range of types of texts (ACELA1496) 

https://www.google.com.au/search?q=creating+a+chapbook&source=lnms&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjc1o_K_M3UAhUHTLwKHU9ZC_UQ_AUIBSgA&biw=1680&bih=920&dpr=1#q=how+to+make+a+chapbook+on+microsoft+word
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Personal responses to the ideas, characters and viewpoints in texts: Discuss literary experiences with 
others, sharing responses and expressing a point of view (ACELT1603) 
 
Features of literary texts: Discuss how authors and illustrators make stories exciting, moving and 
absorbing and hold readers’ interest by using various techniques, for example character development 
and plot tension (ACELT1605) 
 
Language devices in literary texts, including figurative language: Understand, interpret and experiment 
with a range of devices and deliberate word play in poetry and other literary texts, for example 
nonsense words, spoonerisms, neologisms and puns (ACELT1606) 
 
Listening and speaking interactions: Use interaction skills such as acknowledging another’s point of view 
and linking students’ response to the topic, using familiar and new vocabulary and a range of vocal 
effects such as tone, pace, pitch and volume to speak clearly and coherently (ACELY1688) 
 
Purpose and audience: Identify characteristic features used in imaginative, informative and persuasive 
texts to meet the purpose of the text (ACELY1690) 
 
Comprehension strategies: Use comprehension strategies to build literal and inferred meaning to 
expand content knowledge, integrating and linking ideas and analysing and evaluating texts 
(ACELY1692) 
 

MEDIA ARTS 
 
Identify intended purposes and meanings of media artworks, using media arts key concepts, starting 
with media artworks in Australia including media artworks of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples (ACAMAR061) 
 

VISUAL ARTS 
 
Use materials, techniques and processes to explore visual conventions when making artworks 
(ACAVAM111) 
 
Present artworks and describe how they have used visual conventions to represent their ideas 
(ACAVAM112) 
 
Explore the different contribution of words and images to meaning in stories and informative texts 
(ACELA1786) 

Explain sequences of images in print texts and compare these to the ways hyperlinked digital texts are 
organised, explaining their effect on viewers’ interpretations (ACELA1511) 

HEALTH AND PHSYCIAL EDUCATION   Being healthy, safe and active sub-strand  

Explore how success, challenge and failure strengthen identities (ACPPS033) 

Explore strategies to manage physical, social and emotional change (ACPPS034) Describe and apply 
strategies that can be used in situations that make them feel uncomfortable or unsafe (ACPPS035) 
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