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Wormwood Mire 

By Judith Rossell 

Book Summary: 
The highly anticipated sequel to 2014’s runwaway 
bestseller WITHERING-BY-SEA. When Stella Montgomery 
returned to the Hotel Majestic cold and wet but 
exhilarated by adventure, the Aunts were furious. Now 
they are sending Stella away to the old family home at 
Wormwood Mire, where she must live with two strange 
cousins and their governess. But within the overgrown 
grounds of the mouldering house, dark secrets slither and 
skulk, and soon Stella must be brave once more if she’s to 
find out who – or what – she really is… 

 

National Curriculum Learning Areas and 
Content Descriptions: 
 

ENGLISH 
Text Structure and Organisation 
ACELA1491 ACELA1492 
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ACELA1493  ACELA1494  ACELA1498 
Literature and Context   ACELT1602 
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Examining Literature   ACELT1605 
Creating Literature  ACELT1794 
Texts in Context  ACELY1686 
Interpreting, analysing, evaluating  
ACELY1690  ACELY1692 
 

VISUAL ARTS   
ACAVAM111  ACAVAM112  ACAVAR113 
 

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
Questioning ACHASSI073 
Researching ACHASSI074  ACHASSI076 
Evaluating and Reflecting ACHASSI079 
Communicating ACHASSI082 
Geography – Knowledge & Understanding ACHASSK088 
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International Baccalaureate Primary Years Program 

Concepts 
Form, Connection and Responsibility 

Transdisciplinary Skills  
Thinking: Analysis, Evaluation 
Communication: Listening, Speaking, Reading, Writing 
Research Skills: Collecting Data, Organising Data, Interpreting Data 
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National Curriculum Learning Areas and Content Descriptions 

English 
Text Structure and Organisation 

Understand how texts are made cohesive through the use of linking devices including pronoun 
reference and text connectives(ACELA1491) 

Recognise how quotation marks are used in texts to signal dialogue, titles and quoted (direct) speech 
(ACELA1492) 

Expressing and Developing Ideas 

Understand that the meaning of sentences can be enriched through the use of noun groups/phrases 
and verb groups/phrases and prepositional phrases (ACELA1493) 

Investigate how quoted (direct) and reported (indirect) speech work in different types of text 
(ACELA1494) 

Incorporate new vocabulary from a range of sources into students’ own texts including vocabulary 
encountered in research (ACELA1498) 

Literature and Context 

Make connections between the ways different authors may represent similar storylines, ideas and 
relationships (ACELT1602) 

Responding to Literature 

Discuss literary experiences with others, sharing responses and expressing a point of view (ACELT1603) 

Use metalanguage to describe the effects of ideas, text structures and language features of literary 
texts (ACELT1604) 

Examining Literature 

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) 

Creating Literature 

Create literary texts by developing storylines, characters and settings (ACELT1794) 

Texts in Context 

Identify and explain language features of texts from earlier times and compare with the vocabulary, 
images, layout and content of contemporary texts (ACELY1686) 

Interpreting, Analysing and Evaluating 

Identify characteristic features used in imaginative, informative and persuasive texts to meet the 
purpose of the text (ACELY1690) 

Use comprehension strategies to build literal and inferred meaning to expand content knowledge, 
integrating and linking ideas and analysing and evaluating texts (ACELY1692) 
 

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) 

Identify intended purposes and meanings of artworks using visual arts terminology to compare 
artworks, starting with visual artworks in Australia including visual artworks of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Peoples (ACAVAR113) 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=pronoun+reference
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=pronoun+reference
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=text
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELA1491
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELA1492
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=noun
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=verb+groups
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELA1493
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=text
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELA1494
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELA1498
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELT1602
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=point+of+view
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELT1603
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=metalanguage
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=text
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=language+features
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELT1604
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELT1605
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=create
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELT1794
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=language+features
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=layout
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELY1686
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=E&t=text
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELY1690
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACELY1692
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=materials
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=visual+conventions
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACAVAM111
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=visual+conventions
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACAVAM112
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACAVAR113
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Humanities and Social Sciences 
Questioning 

Pose questions to investigate people, events, places and issues (ACHASSI073) 

Researching 

Locate and collect information and data from different sources, including observations(ACHASSI074) 

Sequence information about people’s lives and events (ACHASSI076) 

Evaluating and Reflecting 

Draw simple conclusions based on analysis of information and data (ACHASSI079) 

Communicating 

Present ideas, findings and conclusions in texts and modes that incorporate digital and non-digital 
representations and discipline-specific terms (ACHASSI082) 

Geography - Knowledge and Understanding 

The importance of environments, including natural vegetation, to animals and people (ACHASSK088) 

 

About the Author and Illustrator 

Judith Rossell has been an illustrator and writer of children’s books for more than 12 
years. Before that, she worked as a government scientist and also for a cotton 
spinning company. She has written 11 books and illustrated more than 80. Her books 
have been published in the UK and the USA and have been translated into more than 
10 languages. Judith lives in Melbourne with a cat the size of a Walrus. 

 

Themes 

Friendship 

In contrast to the first book, where Stella spends much of the book alone, in 
Wormwood Mire she has firm friends from the beginning. Although, being related, 
didn’t necessarily guarantee that Stella, Strideforth and Hortense would be friends. 
What was it that drew them together? Use this as a starting point to explore what 
makes people friends, such as common interests, common experiences or a history 
together, similar values and equality. 

 

Mystery 

Judith Rossell masterfully weaves mystery throughout the novel, from finding out 
what happened to Stella’s mother and sister, to the creature in the pond, Mrs 
Spindleweed, and the wonders found in Jethro Flint’s Odditorium and Menagerie. 
Explore how the author uses mystery as a technique to engage the reader. 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACHASSI073
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=hass&t=data
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACHASSI074
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACHASSI076
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=hass&t=data
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACHASSI079
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACHASSI082
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=hass&t=natural+vegetation
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACHASSK088
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Communication 

Hortense does not talk, nor do her animals, yet they communicate plenty. How do 
they manage to communicate, without words? 

 

Good and Evil 

While Stella, Strideforth and Hortense are easily identified as ‘good’, other characters 
are not so easy to identify as good or evil, especially Mrs Spindleweed. What makes a 
character good or evil? Discuss the characters in the novel and give evidence to justify 
your opinion. 

 

Taking Risks 

Stella, Strideforth and Hortense take many risks in the book. Even just the way they 
are allowed to wander into town and around the surrounding area by themselves 
could be considered, by today’s standards, risky. Sometimes these risks land them into 
trouble, such as when they encountered the creature in the pond or went looking for 
Jem. Luckily for them, they always manage to successfully come out of their danger 
scrapes. However, this raises some questions about risk. Is it good or bad to take risks? 
How do we decide which risk is worth taking? Why might people not want to take 
risks? List different ways you take risks in the classroom, in order to learn? What 
happens if we don’t take risks? 

 

Pre-reading Questions 

Before Reading 

When we left Withering-by- Sea, Stella was walking up the stairs to the hotel. 

Q. What do you think happened when Stella walked in? 

Q. How do you think Stella’s Aunts would’ve greeted her? 

Q. Given Stella’s relationship with her Aunts, do you think they would’ve believed 
what had happened to her? Why/Why not? 
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Learning Experiences – Chapter Study 

Chapter One 

page 2 

Stella was reading the book, “A Garden of Lilies, Improving Tales for Young Minds by 
Prudence A Goodchild” which is full of cautionary tales, for example,  

Greedy children always tend 

To meet with a disastrous end. 

Q. What is the structure of the cautionary messages? What might be a modern day 
cautionary message?  

Perhaps, “Lazy children often find, they meet with outcomes most unkind.” 

Write your own cautionary message, and then write the accompanying story. 

 

page 5 

We learn that Stella will be educated by a governess.  

Q. Research about governesses, the history and purpose of them. Then draw a VENN 
diagram comparing them to modern day teachers. 
 

page 5 & 7 

Stella’s aunts have some unusual sayings; 

Train the vine as you would have it grow. pg5 

Curiosity is a sign of a vulgar mind. pg7 

Q. What do they mean by them? 
 

page 10 

On this page is an illustration showing a photograph of a woman and two children in a 
pram. How do we know this is an old photograph? List the clues that tell us it is not 
from modern times. Compare your list with your peers. 

 

Chapter Two 

page 14 

Stella is waiting to catch a station coach. What is a stage coach? Find out what a stage 
coach is. What were they used for? When were they used? What method of 
transportation replaced them? Do you think you would’ve liked to have ridden in a 
stage coach? 
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page 17 

Examine the illustration and answer the following questions. 

Q. What is your first reaction when you see this illustration? What did you notice first? 
Do some parts of the illustration draw your eye more than others?  

Q. What senses does this illustration evoke? 

Q. What processes were used to create this artwork? Why do you think the illustrator 
chose these materials? 

Q. Why do you think colour hasn’t been used? What effect does this have? 

Q. Examine the use of lines closely. What effect does this have?  

Q. How does this illustration link to others in the book? 

 

Chapter Three 

page 25 

Read the description about Strideforth. 

Stella turned to see a boy of about her own age. He was stock, with untidy 
black hair and dark eyes. ‘That was Henry. He’s a mollymawk.’ The boy 
was bundled up in a hairy coat, so he looked rather like a small, shaggy 
bear. A long scarf was wrapped around his neck and he was carrying a 
lantern. He pushed the last bit of jam sandwich into his mouth and shook 
Stella’s hand. 

Q. Examine the use of adjectives and verbs, chosen to describe Hortense. Now write a 
description about yourself. What adjectives would you use? How might you eat a 
sandwich, for example? Do you nibble it? Gobble it? Or do you push it into your mouth 
like Hortense did? 

 

Chapter Four 

page 39 

In the book, the lighthouse burns whale oil with wicks as the source of light. Is this still 
used today? Draw a timeline showing the technological advancements in lighthouse 
technology. 

 

Chapter Five 

page 44 

Stella discovers a plant which has emetic leaves. Stella wonders why anyone would 
want to keep a plant which induces vomiting. 
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Q. List as many reasons as you can, why you might like to have a plant that induces 
vomiting. Share your reasons with a partner and grow your list. 
 

page 48 

Stella smiled. It felt like it was the first time in weeks. 

Q. What made Stella smile? 

Q. What makes you smile? Compare your list with your friends. What do you have in 
common? What is different? Why? 

 

Chapter Six 

page 58 

Stella has never climbed a tree.  

Q. What have you ‘never’ done, that most other people have done?        or 

   What haven’t you done yet, that you want to do? 

 

Chapter Seven 

The children are educated by a governess.  

Q. Compare the subjects they study, to the subjects you study. Are there subjects that 
they are studying that you aren’t? Will you ever study those subjects? Do you study 
subjects which they aren’t studying? Why do you think this is so? 

 

Chapter Eight 

Stella must write a letter to her aunts, informing them of her experience so far. 

Q. Today, we tend to write emails instead of letters. How are they different? 

Q. Write a letter to a member of your family, telling them of your adventures at 
school. What will you include? Is there anything you would leave out? Does what you 
write change, depending on who you are writing to? Why? 
 

page 84 

We learn that Mrs Spindleweed is thought to have a familiar.  

Q. Research what a familiar is. When were they thought to have existed? Who 
commonly kept them? What were they? Where were they kept? What was their 
purpose? If you had a familiar, what would it be? 
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Chapter Nine 

page 89 

Stella passed by a portrait of Wilberforce Montgomery. 

His little black boot-button eyes reminded her of Aunt Deliverance, but 
that was the only resemblance because his expression was rather 
cheerful. He was sitting in the little Egyptian summerhouse, down beside 
the lake, surrounded by books and plants and animals. (cont.) 

In the portrait, Wilberforce is surrounded by books and plants and animals. This tells 
us a lot about his character and what he values. Where the portrait is painted, in the 
Egyptian summerhouse, also gives us clues about what Wilberforce was like. 

Q. Paint a portrait of yourself. Where would you be, in your portrait? What items 
would surround you? What would you be doing in the portrait? Think about your 
answers carefully as your choices will give your audience and insight into who you are. 
 

page 95 

Stella finds a music box which belonged to her mother. A musical tune triggers a vivid 
memory of when Stella was sitting in the nursery with her sister.  

Q. Do you have an item which triggers a strong memory from the past for you? 
Perhaps it is the way that item feels? Or, like Stella’s music box, the sound it plays? Or, 
maybe it’s a certain food? Describe what it is and what memory it triggers. 

 

Chapter Ten 

page 101 

We are given a vivid description of the library. 

It was a shadowy room with a high ceiling. The walls were lined with 
bookcases made of dark wood, carved with patterns of vines and leaves. 
Overhead was an iron gallery and more bookcases. The shelves reached all 
the way up to the ceiling, which was painted like the night sky, scatter 
with stars. The windows were hung with tattered velvet curtains. Some of 
the glass panes were broken, and tendrils of ivy snaked in from outside… 

Stella looked around at the shelves. There were hundreds of books. Some 
were bound with dark leather and had gold writing on their spines. Some 
had lost their covers and were just sad bundles of damp paper. 

Q. Analyse the descriptive language used. Find examples of personification and 
metaphor. Notice how the description of the library is woven amongst Stella’s 
movement and activity around the room. 

Q. Choose a room in your home, or your school, write a rich description of it. 
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Chapter Eleven 

page 109 

Stella finds Wilberforce’s journal where he writes about the adventures he has, a visit 
to a castle in Roumania, travelling through a sandstorm in the Sahara, and dancing in 
Timbuktu. 

Q. What exotic adventure might you go on? Write a short story detailing your exciting 
tale. Where would you go? Who might you encounter? What would you discover? 
What challenges would you face? How would you overcome them? Read chapter 
eleven for inspiration. 

 
Chapter Twelve 

page 125 to 128 

Stella, Strideforth and Hortense have quite an adventure in the pond, narrowly 
escaping the creature with its gaping mouth bristling with needle-like teeth. Unlike in 
other descriptive passages, it is the verbs which provide most of the description in this 
action scene. 

Q. In small groups, list all the verbs used. Choose your three favourite verbs and write 
a sentence for each one.  
 

In this chapter, the children discover the most extraordinary creature. There are many 
strange creatures in our oceans, such as the Pink See-Through Fantasia, Sea Angel, 
Marrus Orthocanna, Vampire Squid, Napoleon Wrasse and Sea Nettles.  

Q. Research one of the creatures above, or discover your own. What unique 
characteristics does it have? What environment does it live in? Are there any threats 
to its existence? 

 

Chapter Thirteen 

page 133 

“As much use as a cat in custard” is a colloquialism 

Colloquialism comes from the Latin word colloquium meaning "conference, 
conversation," or literally "a speaking together." When you talk, 
colloquialisms are so common, you might not be aware you are using them 
— that is, until one comes up that is unfamiliar to someone in the group.  

(https://www.vocabulary.com/dictionary/colloquialism) 

As a class, create a list of common colloquialisms used in your country. Find some 
popular ones from other countries. 
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page 133 – 134 

The children tell their governess, Miss Araminter, about the creature in the pond.  

Q. What previous encounters did they have with their governess that made them feel 
that she would believe them? 

 

Chapter Fourteen 

page 142 

Stella walked backwards up the drive, looking at the window of the nursery. 
She thought of her mother crying in the rocking chair, watching and 
waiting. “It’s so strange to think of her here. Who was she waiting for? And 
what was she doing, at night, down in the summerhouse by the lake? I 
think she was going to meet someone.”  

Q. Come up with a list of plausible theories for who Stella’s mother might have been 
waiting for, and why. Use clues from the book to support your answer. 

 

Chapter Fifteen 

The children enter Jethro Flint’s tent, an Odditorium and Menagerie. These types of 
attractions were very popular attractions in the late 18th century, particularly because 
zoos had not yet been established. Use the websites provided to read about these 
types of circuses and sideshows. 

Q. Create a poster to advertise a menagerie that might have existed in the late 18th 
century. 

http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/d/development-of-circus-acts/ 

https://www.britannica.com/art/circus-theatrical-entertainment 

http://www.circopedia.org/SHORT_HISTORY_OF_THE_CIRCUS 

Q. While waxworks of famous people still exist, such as the exhibits in Madam 
Tussauds, why do you think menageries and odditoriums have lost their popularity? 

 

Chapter Sixteen 

page 167 

Examine the illustration using the following prompts; 

Composition: What is included in the picture? Everything drawn in an illustration has a 
purpose. What clues do they give us about the picture? Is your eye led in a particular 
direction? 
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Body language: Facial expressions and how they are standing can give clues to how 
they are feeling, or what type of person they are. 

Framing: Imagine you are looking at the picture through a camera lens. Is it a close up? 
What angle has the picture been taken from? Think about why the illustrator has 
positioned you to see it that way. What was their purpose? 

Contrast: The arrangement of opposite elements, such as light and dark or shapes. 

 

Chapter Seventeen 

Stella is sure that there was someone behind her.  

Q. What evidence does Stella have, for believing someone was behind her? 

Q. What causes Stella to doubt herself? 
 

page 177 

Mrs Burdock’s face was white in the lantern light. She said, “I am sorry to 
disturb you so late like this, Ma’am.” She pressed her hand to her 
forehead. “It’s the boy, Jem. He didn’t come home.” 

Q. What do you think happened to Jem? Use evidence from the book to support your 
answer. 

 

Chapter Eighteen 

page 187 

Mr Flint glanced up, met Stella’s gaze, lifted his hat to her and gave a 
mocking bow. Stella looked away, but she could feel his green glinting 
eyes watching her. The back of her neck prickled. 

Q. These few lines have been crafted to give us a certain feeling about Mr Flint. 
Identify the words, and other techniques, that have been used to create the mood. 

 

Chapter Nineteen 

page 193 

The twigs were like spindly fingers of old men, reaching overhead, blocking out 
the daylight. 

Q. The author has used a simile to create vivid visual imagery. Sit in your backyard, or 
a park, and try to describe the scene using visual imagery. 
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page 201 

Mrs Burdock shook her head. She took another gulp of tea. After a 
moment, she said, “It’s happening again. Just the same. Gone. Just like that 
poor young lady and the two little girls.” 

Q. What happened? Who is the poor young lady and the two little girls? What do they 
have in common with Jem? 

 

Chapter Twenty 
Q. What evidence is given in the book, to justify Strideforth’s belief that if they follow 
the pipes, they will find Jem? 

 

Chapter Twenty-One 

While this chapter continues to have a lot of description, it is a chapter that focuses on 
action. The action creates a sense of urgency as the children search for Jem.  

Q. Write a list of every event that drives this chapter. If you don’t want to write, 
perhaps you could try drawing a storyboard of the main events.  

 

Chapter Twenty-Two 

page 229 

Jem ran like the clappers. 

Q. What does this idiom mean? What is its origin? 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three 

page 239 

Composition: What is included in the picture? What clues do they give about the 
picture? Is your eye led in a particular direction? 

Body language: Facial expressions and how they are standing can give clues to how 
they are feeling, or what type of person they are. Are the characters huddled 
together? Or are they spread out over the scene? 

Framing: Imagine you are looking at the picture through a camera lens. Is it a close up? 
What angle has the picture been taken from? Think about why the illustrator has 
positioned you to see it that way. What was their purpose? 

Contrast: The arrangement of opposite elements, such as light and dark or shapes. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four 

What does Mr Flint want with Stella? Why does he think she is unique? What is his 
theory about how Stella vanished and reappeared? 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five 

In this chapter we learn how things are turned into stone. Describe how it happens. 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six 

Q. How does Stella know the mysterious girl singing, is her sister? What clues led her 
to that belief? 

Q. What happened to their mother? How do you know? 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven 

Q. Why did Mrs Spindleweed put the thorns on Stella? 

Q. After all the unbelievable adventures Stella shared with her cousins, why didn’t she 
tell them about Luna? 

Q. While we now have many of our questions answered – we know that her sister is 
alive, we know her sister’s real name, we have just as many questions unanswered. 
Write a list of all the questions you hope will be answered in the next book. 

 

Word Etymology 

Find the etymology of the following words, from the book. Can you add any to the list? 

pg14 station coach 

pg33 privy, gaslight 

pg34 furnace 

pg35 stillroom, scullery, larder 

pg61 gatehouse 

pg71 petticoat 

pg73 India rubber 

pg80 afore, cobbin’ 

pg81 frit 

pg81 hanky 

pg82 tallybag, bob 

pg91 perambulator 

pg98 chamber pot 

pg99 bonnet 

pg145 gormless 

pg146 cully 

pg163 junket 

pg249 ticker 
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NOTES PREPARED BY  
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