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Synopses

One line synopsis

Three women uncover the rags-to-respectability tales of their ancestors—the feisty convicts on board The Lady Juliana who became the unlikely founding mothers of modern Australia.

One paragraph synopsis

Three women uncover the rags-to-respectability tale of their ancestors—the feisty convicts who became the unlikely founding mothers of modern Australia. In 1789, the fledgling penal settlement in Sydney was battling to survive, but help would come from a most unlikely quarter. This is the rip-roaring tale of The Lady Juliana and the boatload of streetgirls, thieves and con-women who sailed to the ends of the earth to breathe life and a sense of enterprise into a dying colony. Together they would give Australia something much more—a future.

One page synopsis

Three women uncover the rags-to-respectability tale of their ancestors—the feisty convicts who became the unlikely founding mothers of modern Australia. This is the rip-roaring tale of The Lady Juliana and the boatload of streetgirls, thieves and con-women who sailed to the ends of the earth to breathe life into a dying colony.

In 1789, the fledgling British penal settlement in Sydney was crippled by disease, hunger and depravity. But help would come from a most unlikely quarter.

Welcome to the startling, shocking and stinking world of Georgian London! Meet Rachel Hoddy, the mischievous prostitute; little 11-year-old street urchin Mary Wade; Ann Marsh, convicted for stealing just a bushel of wheat, and last but never least, the doyenne of the London crime scene, Mrs Elizabeth Barnsley.

With more than 200 other women they are rounded up from England’s most notorious prisons and herded aboard the first all-female transport ship to be sent out to Australia. For the Lords of the British Empire they will serve not just as good breeding stock, but a sure way of keeping the male convicts from “gross irregularities”.

As the ship criss-crosses the oceans for almost a year, at each port of call the women turn the boardwalks into catwalks and transform the ship into a floating brothel. They will do what it takes to survive the voyage and doing business is in their blood.

These are the canny, spirited, resilient women who—as their descendants discover—are able to turn their sense of enterprise into a passport to success in a harsh new world. Together, they would give the young colony hope, civilisation and something much more—the promise of a future.

About the making of the film

Statement by Writer/Director Mark Lewis

I picked up Sian Rees’ book – The Floating Brothel, on which this film is based -- about five years ago in the Hyde Park Barracks museum shop in Sydney. A day later I had read it cover to cover. It read like a novel: a great bawdy romp with a gripping narrative and characters that leapt off the page. I have been making docu-dramas for some years and it’s rare to find a story that ticks all the boxes; a tale that has all the ingredients of a rip-roaring yarn and has something intelligent to say about a nation’s history. I knew it would make a wonderful film.

The problem was how to make it relevant to a modern audience. Australians used to shun their convict past; today many embrace it and that seemed to me to be the key. There is a thirst not just for cultural identity but also for a more deep-seated understanding of one’s own roots and what it can tell us about ourselves. I was pretty sure that finding the descendants of the feisty women of The Lady Juliana would give us a modern-day connection to the story and, if we were lucky, a glimpse of the old family spirit. We weren’t disappointed.

The three descendants we found – Meagen Benson, Helen Phillips and Delia Dray – displayed an extraordinary empathy with their forebears of two centuries ago. They truly felt a connection that we as filmmakers never expected and could identify traits of their ancestors in their female relatives. Resourcefulness, tenacity and the need to soldier on whatever the crisis are the characteristics that run high in their families today.

The next challenge was to pull off the drama component of the film. This was not a feature film budget and we would never be able to fly our actors all over the world, so we always knew we would have to “re-create” not just the Sydney Cove of 1788, but Georgian London street scenes, the Thames estuary, the orlop deck of the ship, Newgate Gaol and even Tenerife in the Canary Islands. The women of The Lady Juliana went on an incredible journey that hauled them out of the horrors of prison to a liberation of sorts in Australia. We had to pull every trick out of the hat to create a variety of different worlds for our characters. 

We scouted for the very best locations we could find – Old Sydney Town (near Gosford, an hour from Sydney), Manly Dam (a reservoir a few kilometres from the city centre) and Sydney Harbour itself for Sydney Cove. You would think that filming Georgian London would be the difficult one, but Melbourne has loads of Gothic arches and old stonework, so Melbourne doubled for London. 

We pumped a lot of resources into art direction, using Hogarth illustrations and 18th century paintings to provide authenticity. We then invested heavily in telecine grading to make those locations look and feel as different as possible. And finally – with a judicious use of CGI (Computer Generated Imagery) – we were able to give the locations a sense of scale, whether it was popping St Paul’s Cathedral into the back of our Melbourne location to create old London or the volcanic mountains of Tenerife into seascapes we shot in Sydney Harbour. 

It is testimony to the fact that if you bring the right people and the right skills together in a film – camerawork, art department, location scouting and CGI – you can pull off almost anything. 
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A great discovery

Late one night in Sydney’s Mitchell Library, writer/director Mark Lewis found what he calls “the smoking gun” in The Floating Brothel story.

Lewis was still in the library two-thirds of the way through filming his documentary because he wanted to know the age of the young transportee Rachel Hoddy. “I always go back to primary sources for lots of reasons; to get closer to the story,” he says. Lewis had been filming all day, but spent that evening searching for The Lady Juliana’s original passenger register. Hunched over microfilm, he spooled through document after document.

“All of a sudden I saw the words ‘Lady Juliana’ go flying by.” 

Lewis spooled back to locate a letter written by British Home Office Under-Secretary Evan Nepean that was uncatalogued; it was on microfilm, but, inexplicably, not mentioned anywhere in the library’s records. “It was completely pot luck that I found it,” Lewis marvels.

Nepean’s letter was a formal response to Governor Phillip’s recorded plea to the British Government for more women in the colony. Until then, Lewis knew The Lady Juliana was the “political antidote” to what Phillip called the colony’s “gross irregularities” of bestiality and homosexuality, but there was no written confirmation of that. Until Lewis’ discovery of Nepean’s correspondence.

“That is why the letter is important,” Lewis says.

“Nepean was essentially saying to Governor Phillip: ‘We’ve heard your call for help and we’re sending over a boatload of women; you’re going to marry them off and make the colony work,’” Lewis says. “It acknowledged that from that day on, Australia would no longer be just a penal settlement to solve the problem of chronic overcrowding in English prisons.

“Instead, it would be a colony with a future.”

The element of surprise

Three contemporary women feature in The Floating Brothel:

· Meagen Benson (a bank communications officer in Sydney) is a descendant of Mary Wade, who was transported for the theft of another girl’s clothing

· Delia Dray (a farmer from Orange in New South Wales) is a descendant of Ann Marsh, who was transported for stealing a bushel of wheat

· Helen Phillips (an Anglican minister from Tasmania) is a descendant of Rachel Hoddy, a prostitute convicted of theft

“The descendants were always going to be a big part of the program,” Lewis says. 

“The only thing these three descendants knew was that they had convict ancestors. The most they knew was their name. We said to them: ‘We are going to play a game with you. We can reveal to you the whole extraordinary story of your ancestor, but we want to reveal it to you on camera.’

“It takes the right person to buy into that. Before I knew her well, the idea of revealing to Helen Phillips – an Anglican minister – that her ancestor was a prostitute could potentially have been a real worry. In terms of contrast for our story, it was a dream come true, but I would never have embarrassed Helen. While we were shooting with her in the UK, I began to drop a few hints about the salacious story of her forebear, Rachel Hoddy. It’s always important to be sensitive about these things, but we needn’t have worried. Helen embraced the story wholeheartedly. After all, she is a minister; a very spiritual person who ministers to every type of person. Her entire life is about listening to and understanding those in unfortunate circumstances.

“As for Meagen Benson – the descendant of the little highway robber Mary Wade – well, she went on an emotional rollercoaster. First she discovered her ancestor was just 11 years old when she was convicted, then she found she was sentenced to death and finally she learned that little Mary was only released by a quirk of fate. Incredibly, Mary Wade was pardoned because King George officially recovered from his madness. 

“So when Meagen is sitting on the steps of the Sydney Opera House talking about her ancestor and says ‘I’m getting emotional’, it’s not false. It’s honest and real. 

“Helen and Meagen are regular Australians who are really interested in their history. Having a convict background is a badge of honour now -- and it should be.

“The women on The Lady Juliana weren’t evil. They were poor and they got sent to the ends of the earth because they were poor,” he says. “We know everything about them, from what they wore to how they looked to what they said. And if you sew together these bits of documentary evidence, you can stitch together a life.”

Mark Lewis says it’s the ultimate irony that the women on The Lady Juliana would never have been able to envisage they were important enough to be the subject of public focus 220 years after their transportation to Australia. 

“They may have been street girls, thieves and con-women, but this film is about something much more than their crimes. It celebrates how they were able to turn their lives around and become the founding mothers of modern Australia,” Lewis says.

About the filmmakers

Writer/director – Mark Lewis

Like the women on The Lady Juliana, British-born Mark Lewis has moved to Australia to live. Prior to relocating to Sydney, he had been travelling between Australia and the UK regularly for 15 years, including living in Australia for six years. After studying Philosophy, Politics and Economics at Oxford University, he went on to complete a Masters in Politics at Oxford. He then worked in current affairs and on documentary series including Storyline and The Big Story (both for ITV) and 60 Minutes (Nine Network Australia). His television credits include: The Crusades – Crescent and The Cross (History Channel, 2005); D-Day – The Ultimate Conflict (Five/WNET New York/National Geographic, 2004);The Real Ned Kelly (Channel 4/ABC/National Geographic, 2003);The Anatomists (Channel 4, 2002); The Mystery of Zulu Dawn – Secrets of the Dead (Channel 4/WNET, 2000); Behind the Crime – Credit Crooks  (Channel 4, 1999).

Producer – Sonja Armstrong 

Sonja Armstrong has been producing documentaries for 10 years for Australian and international broadcasters including ABC, SBS, Lifestyle, BBC, WNET, ZDF, CBC, History Channel UK and UK TV. Her recent credits include the five-part series Heat in the Kitchen, about the duel between chefs and critics, for SBS, Lifestyle Channel and UK TV.

She also recently produced the first Australian-Canadian documentary co-production, Helen’s War: Portrait of a Dissident for SBS, CBC and ZDF, which won the 2004 Dendy Award for Best Documentary.

Formerly, Armstrong was Project Co-ordinator at the Australian Film Commission (AFC) and Business Affairs and Finance Director at UK Distribution/Production company, Enterprise Pictures.
Executive producer for Essential Viewing – Chris Hilton

Chris Hilton has executive produced or produced more than 50 hours of documentaries for PBS, BBC, Channel Four, Arte France and ZDF, as well as local television networks.

He has writer/director credits on more than 10 major productions including Dealing with the Demon (2001) for BBC, PBS, SBS and Arte France. His most recent production as writer/director/producer was Dying to Leave a series on people smuggling and trafficking which premiered in the USA on PBS as a two hour primetime special. As writer/producer he also recently produced The Colony, a living history series for SBS, RTE and History Channel UK.

Executive producer for Film Australia: Mark Hamlyn
Mark Hamlyn is head of production and an executive producer at Film Australia, overseeing all production as well as commissioning and producing documentaries under the National Interest Program. Since joining the company in 1999 his projects have included the three-part series Colour of War – the ANZACS, narrated by Russell Crowe, and the 26-part series Our Century, both for the Nine Network, as well as Plumpton High Babies, The Trouble With Merle and the feature-length Tosca – A Tale of Love and Torture for ABC-TV. For SBS, his projects have included Unfolding Florence, a Gillian Armstrong film about the life of flamboyant Australian design pioneer Florence Broadhurst.

Hamlyn is a former Head of Television Documentaries at ABC TV and was executive producer of the ABC's Television Science Unit, where he developed the series Quantum. He has been chair of the SADC, the documentary council set up by the Screen Producers Association of Australia (SPAA) and a SPAA councillor.
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