
JOURNEY OF A STORY – INDEPENDANT FEATURE FILM 
 
Tagline 
 
War was only half the battle. 
 
Synopsis 

JOURNEY OF A STORY follows the life of William Brown, a fictional New Zealand 
serviceman both physically and emotionally damaged by his tour of duty in Europe 
and time as a Prisoner of War during World War II.  Returning home, he finds a very 
different world to the one he left behind.  Forced to leave the home he planned to 
enjoy with his wife Lily and young son James, he struggles to cope until an observant 
War Pension medical officer convinces William to follow his interest in writing.  
Fuelled with a new passion for life, William finally finds a road to success and 
redemption, in ways he could not have possibly imagined. 

Description 

Centred on a concept by Executive Producer Kay Rayner , JOURNEY OF A STORY 
is based on the experience of her father Private George Parrish, who escaped a 
Prisoner of War camp during World War II and spent many months living under a 
farmhouse in Austria before being liberated by Allied Troops. 

George’s letters sent home during the war were used to shape the fictional story of 
William Brown’s wartime experience. 

The story is told from the elderly William's point of view, as he relays his story to a 
young theatre director attempting to bring William's life to the stage. 

About the film 

JOURNEY OF A STORY is a labour of love for an Auckland-based filmmaking family.  
Shot over eight months of weekends in late 2010, the war-era drama is a 
considerable achievement for a project of this budget and scope.  The film is the 
directorial debut for producer/director Jonathon Rayner-Burt . 
 
Crewed entirely by volunteers, JOURNEY OF A STORY was also supported by a 
large number of groups, societies and businesses in the wider community.  Every 
participant brought their own reason for helping to the production, from a simple love 
of the medium, to a passion for recreating a bygone era, to being able to pay tribute 
and respect to the struggles of the generation of New Zealanders being represented 
in the story. 
 
Executive Producer Kay Rayner  initiated the project in early 2009 after  coming into 
possession of a number of letters from her late father George Parrish.  George, a 
member of the 5th Field Ambulance, had his own story to tell.  George was captured 
in 1941 after the catastrophic attack on the Greek port of Piraeus and the destruction 
of his ship the Hellas.  After spending a number of years in a prisoner of war labour 
camp, George escaped and was hidden in the home of an Austrian farming family 
until the end of the war. 
 
The screenplay was written by Chantal Rayner-Burt,  drawing on written and 
anecdotal accounts of her grandfather.  Although the places, names, and overall 
narrative is fictional, the actions played out until the return home are virtually 
verbatim. 
 



Shooting began in April 2010 with a four day block over Easter.  Ignoring the cautions 
of shooting a low budget feature with a limited number of locations, the shoot for 
JOURNEY OF A STORY stretched over the wider Auckland area.  The heritage-
home rich area of Helensville hosted about a quarter of the shoot: from a number of 
private homes to the Helensville Pioneer Museum.  Pukekohe, across the other side 
of Auckland, was the location for the theatre, the fields of Austria, and the ‘local’ 
RSA. 
 
Production designer Sean J G Hurst  faced the considerable task of recreating the 
physical environment of a past time.  While a considerable amount of wardrobe was 
on loan from a local theatrical society, the balance were found or borrowed from 
other sources by Kay Rayner .  Numerous props and set pieces- including effectively 
the entire set design for a stage production – had to be created. 
 
Production drew to a close in November 2010 after a 32 day shoot. 

Director’s notes 

From the kernel of an idea in June 2009, to where we stand now, we have travelled a 
journey of our own.  I say this as a first time director, as a production company, and 
as a family.  I have grown both professionally and personally during the course of 
production, and I thank my cast and crew for indulging me in that development. 
The currency of goodwill has financed this production, and the results are enriched 
for it. 

Since April until mid November 2010, a total of 32 shooting days, we have shot in 20 
locations around the Auckland region. From Tairua to the east, Dairy Flat to the 
north, South Head and Helensville to the west and Pukehoke to the south, we’ve shot 
in an impressive range of locations. 

It was around the time of the second draft that the idea of merging the concept of a 
theatre play into the narrative to provide a simple yet effective solution to some of our 
staging needs.  Carefully enough balanced, scenes portrayed on stage could cover 
for the requirements of having large sets and a large number of visual effects 
elements, while still allowing us to use flashback to re-visit the 1940s. 
 
Subsequent script drafts were spent balancing the action off stage, on stage and 
within the flashbacks themselves.  The down-side to using the stage was that any 
characters effectively needed to be ‘duplicated’ to have stage versions of their flash-
back selves.  This in itself ultimately proved to be a restriction.  Therefore I chose to 
limit the on-stage action to scenes directly involving William and Lily. 
 
The challenges of producing a period film on a limited budget meant that imaginative 
solutions often needed to be found to realise the scope of the script.  For instance, 
accumulating enough authentic props, wardrobe and locations to recreate the era of 
the 1940s would have been impossible with our scope without the assistance of a 
number of local historical societies and groups.  First to partner with us were the local 
military re-enactors group, the Historical Re-enactment Society. 
 
The HRS regularly attend commemorative events and perform displays for the public.  
Their participation in JOURNEY OF A STORY meant that we had access to fully 
kitted soldiers from New Zealand, the United States, and Germany.  Locating 
accurate uniforms and weapons was always a major concern of mine but we got 
ourselves into the enviable position of having ready-made solider extras at our 
disposal. 
 
For crowd scenes, we had a dozen members from the Auckland Art Deco Society, 
with cars and members from the North Shore Vintage Car Club complimenting the 



realism of scenes.  The Pukekohe Light Opera Club not only provided their theatre 
over Easter 2009 but also a large chunk of their wardrobe department for a long-term 
loan. 
 
It was the participation of these groups, in addition to our own volunteer cast and 
crew, that gave me a lot of confidence in this project, and that the story, so close to 
our family, was not only compelling but very common amongst other families.  The 
majority of people that we spoke to identified readily with the film’s themes and story.  
Christine Grace, a resident of Parakai near Helensville, embraced the project, 
allowing us to shoot in her private home and negotiating several more in the area to 
be used as shooting locations. 

Recreating a different era for film means acquiring, or then researching and 
recreating, a huge amount of material to add authenticity to any given scene.  This 
task has been particularly interesting for creating items from the decade spanning 
1938-1948. 

I’ve always been an aspiring Art Department person, having a design background 
and always enjoyed creating items in particular style or aiming to achieve a particular 
look. 

A key set-piece in the script was the attack on the steam-yacht Hellas: a real-life 
event that took place in April of 1941 in the Greek port of Piraeus.  Realising this 
scene effectively in any real-world sense would have been beyond our means.  With 
the help of Felicity Moore , Visual Effects Specialist we were able to illustrate the 
enormity of this attack. 
 
We were fortunate to have the support of a UK based film company Ffab UK and its 
director Phil Moran .  Phil travelled to Graz in order to provide us with exterior shots 
for our POW escape sequence.  This footage added a unique level of authenticity 
and I am proud to say we have actual Austrian landscapes within the film. 
 
Planning for a feature film shoot over weekends is a challenge.  Initial scoping laid 
out 33 shooting days and ultimately this ended up being pretty close to the mark.  
Continuity for hair and appearance was another big challenge; fortunately, due to the 
way narrative changes time and place, it allowed us a bit of lee-way.  That being 
said, I am very proud of how scenes shot months apart marry up on screen with very 
little discerning changes.  We only had to re-shoot one minor scene to take into 
account restrictions we had with one of the actors taking on another role mid way 
through the shoot and having to maintain a particular look.  In fact, the most 
challenging thing that came up during the shoot was that Bill Leathwick  had a bad 
fall and received a scar to his forehead.  Bill’s shoot days ended up at being at either 
extreme ends of the schedule, and our hairdressers were forced to do some strategic 
placement to cover up the new scar. 
 
Shooting through the winter months was always going to risky with so many exterior 
shoots.  We lost a couple of weekends to bad weather but ultimately this didn’t push 
the schedule out too far.  Our most challenging exterior shoot was at the beach in 
North Head, which involved getting actors and crew into shallow water in the dark for 
the post-Hellas bombing and subsequent capture by the Germans.  Kitted out with a 
generator truck and three cameras, we went until 4 am to cover everything off.  
Wrestling with a tide and trying to throw enough light on dark water, we ultimately 
came away with what we needed. 
 
Ultimately, my approach as a director was to introduce all of the actors to their 
characters and then step back and see what they did with them.  In a sense I trust 
actors as professionals in their role, and much like a relationship with an editor, feel 
it’s always best to see if someone else’s interpretation brings a flavour that I hadn’t 



imagined.  This approach was enjoyed by the cast, especially those who had worked 
with more prescriptive directors.  Given the fact that from the first day of auditions we 
advertised the project for what it was – a volunteer low budget production with a very 
long shoot period – I am very happy with the calibre of acting talent we attracted for 
JOURNEY OF A STORY. 
 
We set out to make an authentic, compelling drama made in honour of a family 
member, while respecting an entire generation of post-war families.  This project has 
challenged me considerably but I have definitely grown as a result.  During the pre-
production phase, there were any number of nay-sayers that said that this type of film 
did not in any way fit the traditional genres or production methods of a low-budget 
feature.  In a way, this criticism spurred us all on to create the best film we could.  I 
am very happy with the results as they stand: against a considerable number of 
challenges, we have managed to create 90 minutes of period drama.  This has come 
at a time and effort investment of almost twelve months of fundraising and planning, 
then onto 32 days of shooting spread over eight months.  I am proud of what we 
have accomplished, and I am looking forward to showing it to the world. 
 

Jonathon Rayner-Burt 
April, 2011 
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