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Synopses

One line synopsis

An exploration of immigration and Australia—the people, policies and propaganda. 

One paragraph synopsis

When Australia embarked on its mass migration program after World War Two, it was with a movie camera in hand. Film Australia, as the Government’s film unit, made films to attract migrants and to change attitudes to new arrivals. More recently, it made films about how migrants themselves were changed by coming here and the impact they had on shaping the nation. Film Australia’s Immigration presents a selection of fascinating films from this historically significant collection, along with contemporary interviews with some of the people who made them and some who were in them. Combined with a website and study guide, this DVD is a superb educational resource. An illuminating exploration of immigration and Australia—the people, policies and propaganda. 

One page synopsis

When Australia embarked on its mass migration program after World War Two, it was with a movie camera in hand. Film Australia, as the Government’s film unit, made films to attract migrants and to change attitudes to new arrivals. More recently, it made films about how migrants themselves were changed by coming here and the impact they had on shaping the nation. 

Film Australia’s Immigration presents a selection of fascinating films from this historically significant collection. Edited versions of eight key productions form the backbone of the DVD along with contemporary interviews with some of the people who made the films and some who were in them. In addition, there are six “clip shows”—excerpts from various films organised into topics: racial exclusion, communication, food, work, identity and cultural pressure. A brief introduction provides an insight into why these films were made and the attitudes of the times.

Combined with a website and study guide, this is a superb educational resource, a timely contribution to contemporary debates and an illuminating exploration of immigration and Australia—the people, policies and propaganda.

About the making of Film Australia’s Immigration DVD

“Since they were first made, many of the films on Film Australia’s Immigration DVD have rarely been seen,” says Paul Byrnes, who produced, wrote and directed the DVD with Penelope McDonald. 

“The DVD gives the viewer an introduction to one of the most important collections of films in Australia—the Film Australia library.”

“Because of the DVD format, we’ve really been able to bring the films to life by interviewing some of the people who made them and were in them,” says Penelope McDonald. “Personal anecdotes offer some great recollections about the making of these projects, helping put the films in context—and tracking nearly 60 years of immigration,” she said.

“Once we had chosen the most important films, we started looking for the people who made them. In many ways this was the most rewarding part of the production process and the most challenging,” said Paul Byrnes.

“Sometimes we had good luck and sometimes not. Many of the key people involved with the early films are no longer alive and tracking down others was a mix of detective work and good fortune,” he said.

Said Penelope McDonald: “It was a great day when we reunited for the first time in more than 30 years the director of Toula, Oliver Howes, and the star of the film, Riri Treweeke, at Film Australia’s Lindfield studios. We interviewed them together for the DVD and some wonderful stories came out of that. We found Riri through actor Lex Marinos, who by chance had recently seen her at a rare public screening of the film.

“But one person defeated our efforts to find her. That was Roslyn—the 11-year-old co-star of Roslyn and Blagica, directed by James Ricketson. Blagica was found through the phone book and due to be interviewed with James while we were still “desperately seeking Roslyn” with the help of the media. We didn’t find Roslyn, but James and Blagica tell the touching story—25 years later—of their recollections of the making of the film and of “true” friendship in a Sydney schoolground,” she said.

“We received great assistance—and wonderful stories—from those people we interviewed,” said Paul Byrnes. “Harold Grant was a young man on his first overseas posting when he was asked to carry out the immigration interview in Mike and Stefani more than 50 years ago. When we interviewed him he was a retired immigration officer living in Canberra.

“Harold Grant told us that his scene in Mike and Stefani proved controversial, with some department officials in Canberra thinking he was too tough on the family. Ironically, he was told by his immediate superior that he should be tough—the film’s purpose was partly to show Australians that the selection process was stringent.”

Quotes from Film Australia’s Immigration DVD

“Get that stucco off your face.” 

Character of Greek father to his daughter Toula about her makeup

“At that time, in 1970s, no actors’ agents had Greek people on their books. I had to go and find actors in the Greek community.”

Oliver Howes, Director of Toula
“At the premiere, one of my sisters was sitting next to my father and when the young man kisses Toula, apparently my father jumped out of his skin to see his daughter being kissed.”

Riri Treweeke, who played the title role in Toula
“We didn’t actually want to achieve the changes we did…what we originally wanted to do was to have largely British migrants who wouldn’t change our national identity at all.”

Ann-Mari Jordens, immigration historian

“We have almost trebled our population since 1945. We have increased its proportion of non English speaking background people by six times.”

Jerzy Zubrzycki, Professor of Sociology

“It never rained in any of our films. The sun always shone.”

Bernard Freedman, Department of Immigration publicity officer (1955–1981)

THE KEY FILMS

Mike and Stefani (1952) is the jewel in the collection on the DVD. Director Ron Maslyn-Williams and cameraman Reg Pearse travelled to displaced persons camps in Germany in 1949. With basic equipment, they captured the story of one family’s extraordinary journey to Australia. The film was virtually dumped on completion in 1951, possibly because political priorities had changed within the Immigration Department. The film has rarely been seen since. 

This is the Life (1947) illustrates the “nation building” film style at its best. Director Catherine Duncan’s film projects an idea of what the country wants to become: happy, industrious, prosperous and primarily British. The priorities changed in the 1950s, when British migrants proved hard to get. 

Double Trouble (1951) is a comedy about middle European migrants. Two Australian blokes are suddenly transported to a foreign country where they can’t speak “the lingo”. In Double Trouble, directed by Lee Robinson, they learn it’s not easy to be a stranger in a strange land. Along with No Strangers Here (1950, directed by Doc K. Sternberg), it represents the most important theme in Film Australia’s immigration films—the encouragement of tolerance. 

The Way We Live (1959) shows another significant theme—the promotion of Australia as paradise on earth, a land of beaches, barbecues and big houses—affordable for all. Directed by John Gray, the film was written by Immigration Department public relations officer Bernard Freedman, who is interviewed in Film Australia’s Immigration DVD about the politics of marketing Australia at the time. Although the film was fully scripted and dramatised, it has sometimes been wrongly used as archive material.

Toula (1969) looks at a young Greek-Australian girl growing up in Sydney. By the late 1960s, the ambitions and style of Film Australia’s immigration films had changed. Toula is one of the first films to look at the experience of the Australian-born children of migrants. For the first time in more than 30 years, the DVD reunites the director Oliver Howes and lead actress Riri Treweeke—interviewed together on the DVD. Riri remembers the premiere—and her father’s reaction to seeing her kissed on-screen (by Joe Hasham, who became better known later in Number 96). Toula is also notable for the early appearance of other actors including Lex Marinos and John Stanton.

Roslyn and Blagica (1979) is an early “multicultural harmony” film. With great charm, it shows the friendship between two 11-year-old Sydney schoolgirls. Roslyn is Anglo-Australian; her best friend was born in the former Yugoslavia. Blagica, now in her mid 30s, is interviewed about the film, along with director James Ricketson. They talk about how the film came to be made and how Roslyn and Blagica were chosen for it. 

The Visit (1989) shows the emotional upheavals of the refugee experience with devastating clarity. Directed by Tony Wheeler, it is an observational portrait of a large Vietnamese family living in Sydney. Now living in Canberra, Pham Van Lam, head of the family, speaks about the experience of being a refugee and making the film in a contemporary interview. As Australia’s migration priorities changed in the 1970s, so too did the style of Film Australia’s productions. Many of the later films were not made for the Immigration Department, but as independent productions commissioned by Film Australia. 

Admission Impossible (1992) takes a critical and analytical approach to Australia’s immigration policy history. Directed by Alec Morgan, this film was not made for the Department of Immigration, but under Film Australia’s National Interest Program. It explores with rigorous detail how Australia’s migration selection criteria have often discriminated against different groups—from anti-Chinese laws in the 1860s, to the White Australia policy in 1901, to restrictions on Jews in the post-war period. 

About the filmmakers

Penelope McDonald—Producer and Director
Penelope McDonald, principal of Chili Films, an independent Australian production company, is an accomplished producer and director with a number of internationally acclaimed productions to her credit. In mid-2004 she took up a position as the inaugural Director of the newly established NT Film Television & New Media Office.

Chili Films produced the highly acclaimed feature documentary My Mother India for SBS Television. It has been a box office hit, screening for more than six months in Sydney. Much Ado About Something, with director Mike Rubbo, has screened on ABC, BBC and PBS, as well as touring theatrically in Australia.

Chili Films produced 12 state-of-the-millennium audio-visual installations that have been on permanent display in the Gallery of First Australians at the new National Museum of Australia since 2001. 

Penelope McDonald and Chili Films’ body of work explores culture and relationships between cultures, particularly between indigenous and other cultures, with the award- winning documentaries Too Many Captain Cooks, Black Sheep and Photographic Memory; and dramas My Mother My Son, My Bed Your Bed and Payback. 

One of Penelope’s early films, Night Cries, directed by Australian artist Tracey Moffat, was a finalist in Cannes in 1990 and has been one of Australia’s most successful short films in the last decade.

In addition to her work with Chili Films, Penelope worked for many years with Indigenous Australians in the Northern Territory. She worked in the education sector, with both children and adults, and has also been employed on contract by peak government film organisations including the Australian Film Television and Radio School, the New South Wales Film and Television Office and Film Australia. She was a founding member and past president of Women in Film and Television, and is a member of the Australian Film Institute.

Paul Byrnes—Producer and Director 

Paul Byrnes was director of the Sydney Film Festival for 10 years, from 1989 to 1998, during which he made documentary a special feature of the festival program. In recognition of that, he was made an associate member of the Australian Screen Director’s Association by ASDA’s documentary committee.

From 1976 to 1989, he was a journalist with the Sydney Morning Herald. Assignments included two years as the Herald correspondent in Papua New Guinea, one year covering state  politics, and four years as senior feature writer.

From 1985 to 1989, he specialised in writing on film, as reviewer and film industry reporter. Since leaving the film festival, he has been a freelance writer on film and freelance curator. He programmed the films for the 1999 Australian documentary conference in Adelaide, was a specialist consultant to the new National Museum of Australia on its audio-visual materials in 2001, and has curated two programs of Australian Film Commission (Brooklyn 2001, Berlin 2002).

In 2000, he wrote a book for Qantas on the life and work of a 90-year-old engineer, George Roberts, to commemorate the airline’s 80th anniversary.
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