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Until the late twentieth century, Australia was determined to forget its 
convict past. Conventional judgements of Georgian and Victorian Britain 
held that criminality reflected individual character flaws rather than the 
realities of life in an increasingly industrialised and poverty-stricken society. 
In Australia, this belief fuelled widespread concern that the character of the 
convicts would taint the new colonies. To overcome social prejudices against 
them, former convicts found it necessary to disguise their origins and past. 
This extended also to their descendants, who hid their stigmatised ancestry 
wherever possible. However, societal attitudes towards Australia’s ‘convict 
stain’ have slowly transformed in recent decades. Convict descendants no 
longer share their ancestors’ concerns about a criminal past potentially 
impacting their lives. Australian society now seeks to understand the 
significance and meaning of convict ancestry. This new perspective has seen 
convicts and their descendants become the subjects of many fictional and 
non-fictional works.

Among these is Jessica North’s Mary Ann and Captain Piper, a historical 
non-fiction book that seeks to capture the story of a child of two convicts. 
North explores the life of Mary Ann Piper, who is an exceptional example 
of someone who rose above the ‘convict stain’. Through nineteen chapters, 
readers learn about Mary Ann’s ascent from her humble convict origins 
to the pinnacle of colonial Sydney’s high society. Beginning on Norfolk 
Island in the early nineteenth century, the narrative first recounts Mary 
Ann’s childhood as a free settler to convict parents in the late eighteenth 
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century. As a young teenager, she encounters the island’s commandant, 
Captain Piper, and is quickly won over by his coquettish and charismatic 
nature. She  is soon pregnant with his child, becoming Piper’s mistress at 
only fourteen or fifteen years old.

Although taking on young mistresses is allegedly a common practice for 
Piper, he appears to have a unique fondness for Mary Ann. After their first 
child is born around 1806, he has Mary Ann and their new son accompany 
him to Sydney. His young mistress is subsequently immersed in a life no 
convict-born child could have imagined. Mary Ann climbs the ranks of 
Sydney high society to eventually become one of the highest-ranking women 
in the region. As Piper’s mistress, she enjoys the luxuries of upper-class life: 
parties, balls, servants, good food and rich, powerful friends. Between 1806 
and 1834, Mary Ann mothers a total of fourteen children to Piper. The 
couple’s extravagant lifestyle eventually falls victim to Piper’s unrestrained 
and excessive spending habits, sending the family bankrupt. The book ends 
in the 1840s as the Piper family leaves their luxurious life in Sydney for a 
quieter, regional life. Mary Ann lives out her days in relative obscurity and 
passes away in 1872.

In Mary Ann and Captain Piper, North’s second historical publication, 
she continues to pursue her interest in shedding light on the remarkable 
women of colonial Australia.  Her previous book, Esther (2019), was another 
biography of a convict woman who ascended the social hierarchies of the early 
European settlement. In writing Esther, North spent over a decade examining 
letters, journals, and other historical records to create a detailed biography of 
the book’s namesake. In a similar fashion, and once more demonstrating her 
commitment to constructing detailed biographical portraits, North compiled 
a substantial body of research to create a comprehensive portrait of Mary Ann. 
In addition to examining colonial musters and settler lists, North largely relies 
on articles from newspapers such as the Australian and the Sydney Gazette, 
which she quotes to great effect frequently throughout the book. North draws 
on the Piper papers, as well as personal letters and journals from historical 
figures featured in the text, allowing for a candid window into their lives and 
circumstances. The extravagant culture of upper-class Sydney is contextualised 
with reference to manuals such as Advice to a Young Colonial Lady and Dress 
in the Age of Jane Austen, which set out the prescriptive standards of ladylike 
behaviour and presentation. The supercilious fashion standards of the period 
are reflected in portraits of the Pipers and the landscape that North includes as 
figures in the book. The key publications informing her research are provided 
in a bibliography.
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North’s extensive search through the archives and wide secondary reading 
evidently facilitated her highly descriptive reconstruction of Mary Ann and 
the British culture of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Australia. She 
presents Mary Ann as an intelligent and perceptive young woman, evidenced 
by her ability to learn and perform as an upper-class citizen, despite her 
poor origins. She provides readers with detailed insight into the different 
cultural settings Mary Ann is exposed to throughout her life. The depth 
of this research is made particularly apparent with the precise descriptions 
of upper-class conventions and practices, which North typically introduces 
through Mary Ann’s eyes. Using this method, readers accompany Mary Ann 
as she quickly comes to understand the prescriptive, arguably redundant, 
customs of high society, which dictated all aspects of daily life, encompassing 
even what meats could and could not be served together. There is also an 
emphasis on describing fashion trends, an authorial technique that effectively 
contrasts high society with Mary Ann’s former ‘convict’ life.

While this detailed research allows for a comprehensive view of Mary Ann and 
her circumstances, there are instances where the level of detail oversaturates 
the reader to become irrelevant, if not tedious. Frequently, objects seem to 
be included unnecessarily, as though North seeks to list every single item of 
clothing in a shop or food on a menu. Often, these ‘lists’ extend to entire 
paragraphs. Although this technique sometimes proves insightful—such as 
in highlighting the extravagance of Mary Ann’s new world—its repetition 
becomes monotonous, occasionally distracting from the narrative. Similarly, 
the number of historical actors included unnecessarily overburdens the story. 
North regularly describes historical figures who do not seemingly have great 
significance to Mary Ann’s biography, once more distracting readers from 
the central plot. Further, the many characters sharing a small pool of given 
names often creates confusion in distinguishing between them.

While rigorous research and attention to detail clearly underpin the book’s 
writing, the presentation of Mary Ann and Captain Piper poses issues for its 
general readership and their understanding of the book’s historical accuracy. 
Marketing the book on its front cover as a ‘true story’ sets an expectation 
among readers that the narrative is historically accurate. In the book’s 
introduction, North briefly notes that she has filled historical gaps with 
her own interpretation of events. However, the extent of this interpretation 
is not overt, especially not to a general readership, and the narrative 
often borders on outright historical fiction. For instance, North regularly 
describes candid moments in Mary Ann’s life that are unlikely to have 
occurred, presumably for the purpose of enhancing readers’ understanding 
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of Mary Ann. While there are examples where this creativity benefits the 
narrative and its truthfulness is insignificant to broader historical points—
such as North’s use of visual imagery to describe how ‘Mary Ann twirled 
a lock of her wild brown hair’ (2)—there are many instances where creative 
interpretation sits in tension with historical accuracy and understandings 
of the past. For instance, North describes how Captain Piper makes model 
hot air balloons with his children and lights them into the air—which the 
reader will only understand to be an unproven event by reading the chapter 
notes. This poses an issue for the book’s general readership, who may not 
read beyond the narrative, as they may develop a skewed understanding 
of what is historical fact versus authorial interpretation. North could have 
potentially resolved this issue by commenting on the historical accuracy 
of events in footnotes, rather than chapter notes. Such would be a simple 
change yet could promote clarity within this ‘remarkable true story’.

Despite its weaknesses, Mary Ann and Captain Piper is nevertheless an 
interesting read and an excellent indicator of how current perceptions of 
Australia’s ‘convict stain’ have changed. Without this biography, Mary Ann 
Piper might have remained ‘a mere shadow behind the dashing Captain 
John Piper’ (xiii), carrying on as one of the numerous examples of important 
historical women overshadowed by men. However, North has succeeded in 
bringing her remarkable story to light, presenting a book mostly suitable 
for a general readership, despite a rather implicit discussion of its historical 
accuracy. Such a story is important for demonstrating just how far children 
of convicts could rise above the ‘convict stain’ and contribute to the 
vitality of their homeland.
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