TEACHERS NOTES

SO SHE DID:
the story of
may wirth

Themes:
•
•
•
•
•

Perseverance
Courage
Self-belief
Family
Fame

Suitable For:
Ages 6–10
Grade 1 to Grade 4

Description

At a time when girls weren’t encouraged to be bold and
daring, Australian circus rider May Wirth lived by her own
rules.
Instead of just looking pretty on a fancy circus pony, she
longed to do thrilling stunts that would amaze crowds with her
courage and skill . . . So she did.
Here is the story of a girl from humble beginnings who defied
expectations and became the world’s bareback riding queen.

About the author

Originally from Melbourne, Simi Genziuk now lives in the Northern Rivers region of
NSW. Simi has always been drawn to adventure, and it was during her many travels that
she discovered the flying trapeze. This ignited a love of all things circus, and she spent
the next twenty years performing as a trapeze artist with traditional circuses around
Australia and with contemporary circuses around the world. Simi hopes that by reading
about amazing women, children will see the incredible things girls are capable of and be
motivated to follow their dreams. So She Did is her first picture book.

About the illustrator

American-born Renée Treml moved to Australia in 2007, where she was immediately
captivated by the unique wildlife in this country. Throughout her teens, she was an avid
horseback rider (nothing near as daring as May) and spent inordinate amounts of time
at ‘the ranch’ riding, grooming and enjoying the company of horses. These days Renee
can be found working in her Surf Coast studio or walking in the bush and on the beach
with her family. In addition to books, Renée’s illustrations are featured on a range of
stationery, ceramics and homewares.

A note from the author

After my daughter was born I noticed a real gap in the market when it came to the
representation of girls in picture books. For the most part, girls were missing from the
narrative altogether or were portrayed as princesses or fairies. I wanted to bring girls
to the forefront of exciting adventure stories because girls love adventure too and are
capable of amazing feats. I have a background as a circus performer and that’s what
drew me to May Wirth’s story. Here was this incredible woman who did astounding
things yet she is almost unknown. I wanted to tell a true story about a real woman to
show the world how amazing women can be.

Themes
PERSEVERANCE
May Wirth wanted to follow her dream of
being a great trick rider . . . so she did! Of
course, making your dreams come true isn’t quite
that easy. May had to work very hard for many years to achieve her
goal. She practised every day, and she didn’t give up even when
injuries made it hard to continue. May’s story shows that with a
little hard work and patience, you can do anything.
COURAGE
May had the courage to throw herself into
mid-air off a racing horse and land on
the back of a different horse. She had the
courage to get straight back in the ring after
nasty falls. And she had the courage to do it
all in front of thousands of people. But May’s bravery wasn’t limited to her death-defying
stunts. May had the courage to ignore the conventions of her time and walk her own path.
She did tricks women had never done before. She wore short skirts, because long skirts
made these tricks more dangerous. And she never let the expectations of society get in the
way of the life she loved.
SELF-BELIEF
May’s perseverance and courage came from a place of self-belief. May knew she wanted
to be a trick rider from a young age, and she was confident that she could achieve this
goal. May’s quiet self-assurance allowed her to rise up through the circus,
learning from many experts along the way. May knew she could handle the
pressures of circus life, and because she knew, so did everyone else.
FAMILY
May’s early family life was certainly unsettled. When May’s
birth mother gave her away to the circus, she believed it was
what was best for her daughter, saving her from a life of poverty and giving
her opportunities she wouldn’t have otherwise had. And soon the Wirth’s
became May’s new family. May’s story shows that family can mean a lot of
things, and that there are many ways to look after the people we care about.
FAME
By the time May was 23, she was considered the world’s leading bareback rider. She had
spent most of her life in front of audiences. Posters featuring her on horseback would
appear in newspapers and around cities. May liked the attention and the praise, but no
matter what, it was the thrill of the trick that came first. May loved what she did, and she
loved the people she did it with, and this kept her grounded.

Discussion points
• After reading the text, discuss as a class why you think May
worked so hard to achieve her goals. What drove her? Separate
into smaller groups and discuss your own dreams. What do you
think you would have to do to achieve them? What might get in
your way?
• What challenges did May face in her time that you wouldn’t
face today? Alternatively, are there things that May was able to do that
would be more difficult to achieve today?
• As the book shows, May was a big star in the USA. But did you know that
in Australia, her home country, she was considered nothing special?
Why do you think this is? Can you think of any other Australian
celebrities who are more famous overseas than they are in
Australia?
• May’s bravery let her stand up to the rules of her society and find her own way.
In what ways do we have to stand up to society in modern life? Can you think of
examples that compare to May’s story?
• What would it be like to grow up in a circus? May spent most of her time either
practising her acts or performing, but she did also have to do school work (she
didn’t like it very much). Discuss what it might have been like to be a child growing up
in the circus during May’s time.

Class activity
Discover as a class, using the provided links for examples, the difference between primary
and secondary sources.
A primary source is something that provides a first-hand account of an event, and refers
to material produced during the time period that is being studied. This can include diary
entries, photographs, video and audio recordings, newspaper articles, advertisements and
books written at the time, among other things.
Here are some examples of primary sources about May Wirth:
• https://www.cwmdigitacollections.com/cwm-audio-4-9-may-wirth-1972.html
• https://circus.pastperfectonline.com/photo/D38F5EC0-4982-4642-AF2C-995294521460
• https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/72979602
A secondary source is anything that was created after the period of time that is being
studied. They will often analyse primary sources to draw conclusions about the time period
or person of interest. Secondary sources can be books, journal articles, documentaries,
podcasts and biographies, just to name a few.
Here are some examples of secondary sources about May Wirth:
• http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/wirth-may-emmeline-9158
• https://www.nla.gov.au/blogs/behind-the-scenes/2018/02/20/running-away-to-thecircus
• https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/6972707?q&versionId=46337440
Why do you think it is important to have a mix of primary and secondary sources? What
do primary sources give that secondary sources can’t? What do secondary sources give that
primary sources can’t?
As a class, pick a historical figure and look them up on Wikipedia. Check the sources at the
bottom of the page. Are these mostly primary or secondary sources?

Individual activities
Do some more research on May Wirth. Using the National Library of Australia Trove (or
any online newspaper database your school can access), see if you can find five newspaper
articles about May. Using the attached timeline, slot in where these articles fit in May’s
story.
Make a poster for a circus coming to your hometown – but imagine it is 1895, the year of
May’s birth. Research the kinds of circuses that were around then. What might the circus
visiting your town have been called? What kind of acts would they have? Which animals
might they feature?
Research another interesting woman from Australian history. Write a brief paragraph about
why she is relevant and worth researching, and then make a timeline of her life, using the
timeline of May’s life as a template. Make sure you get information from both primary
and secondary sources. If you are struggling to find someone to research, here are a few
suggestions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Evelyn Scott
Maude Bonney
Faith Thomas
Elizabeth Kenny
Dame Nellie Melba
Miles Franklin
Louise Mack
Evonne Goolagong Cawley
Fanny Durack and Mina Wylie
Nancy-Bird Walton

Timeline
1894: May Emmeline Zinga is born in Bundaberg, Queensland
1901: May is adopted by Marizles Wirth Martin (Rill) in Melbourne (pg 7 of So She Did)
1904: May begins training as a bareback rider (pg 12)
1910: John Ringling invites May to audition for his circus in America after she becomes the
first woman to execute a forward somersault on a bareback moving horse. May’s adopted
mother, Rill, and sister, Stella, go with her (pg 19)
1912: May makes her US debut with the Barnum & Bailey circus in New York. She meets
Orrin Davenport, who teaches her the back across (pg 21 - pg 22). May makes waves by
wearing daringly short outfits, unlike the other female circus riders of the time
1913: May has an accident during a show before an audience of 6000 in Brooklyn. She is
dragged around the ring with one foot trapped in the stirrup and knocked unconscious,
breaking her nose and losing a few teeth along the way. Newspapers that night report May
dead, but she proves them wrong by being back in training a month later (pg 25 - pg 26)
1913-1915: When May recovers (pg 30), she travels to the UK to perform before royalty at the
Wonder Zoo and Big Circus at the Olympia in London. She then tours England and France
1915: War makes touring Europe too dangerous, and the troupe sets off to tour Australia
1917: May returns to the US to be the centre-ring star of Ringling Bros. Now 23, May is the
world’s leading bareback rider. She also begins to perform a new trick involving jumping
onto a moving horse while wearing baskets on her feet.
1919: May sets off on a tour of the US with the combined Ringling Bros. and Barnum &
Bailey Circus – known as The Greatest Show on Earth. May marries Frank White (who
would go by Frank Wirth)
1921-1927: May continues to perform in major circuses through the US and UK
1927-1928: May tours country fairs and indoor circuses
1931: May opens with St Leon European Circus
1932: May performs a circus sequence in the operetta The Blue Mask in Chicago
1937: May retires from performing life at the peak of her career (pg 32)
1956: May and Frank move to Fort Lauderdale, Florida
1965: Frank Wirth dies, as does May’s adopted sister Stella. May moves to Sarasota, a place
famous for being home to many retired circus performers.
1978: May dies in Sarasota. Her death goes unremarked by any Australian newspaper
1997: May is honoured on an Australian stamp

