
 

This is Felicity Morgan interviewing Mr Gil Brealey AO about his time in South 
Australia during the 1970s as the Founding Director/Chairman of the South 
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Good morning, Gil, and thank you very much for being willing to do this 
interview. 

Good morning. 

I’d like to start, if I may, by asking you where you were working at the time you 
first heard about the establishment of the SAFC in 1972 and the circumstances of 
you being interviewed for the position as its first Director. 

Yes.  Well, I was working for the Commonwealth Film Unit at the time, what came 

to be known as Film Australia, and Phillip Adams had seen the last film I’d made 

for the ABC, which was on Malta, which he liked; and when he came up with a 

group of people who were looking at Film Australia as part of the Gorton-inspired 

inspection of film production he ran into me and we had a long chat, and he seemed 

to take an instant liking to me.  It was rather amusing; because I remember while I 

was chatting with him I said it was very difficult working in a bureaucratic situation.  

He said, ‘Oh, what sort of thing?’  And, very foolishly, (laughs) I said, ‘Well, you 

know, the head of our Film Unit had a carpet laid and he had it wall-to-wall. The 

public service discovered that he didn’t have a position that allowed him to have 

wall-to-wall, so they came in and cut a foot off it, right round the carpet.’  Phillip 

obviously loved this story and realised that we were very much on the same side. 

Interestingly enough, the public service was delighted that that was observed, 

because it appeared in Phillip’s newspaper article, and they thought that was very 

good because it showed how accurate they were in what they did. 

So Phillip and I got to know each other there.  Then, of course, the Australia 

Council established a Film Branch and I was one of the appointees to that. 

Oh, right. 

So Phillip and I were very close for a long period of time.  We had our ups and 

downs.  (laughs) 

Yes, I believe so. 

Yes. 



 

So hearing about the South Australian Film Corp – how did that come to you?  
Was it just the word, the buzz around? 

Actually, no; there was a young woman who was very interested in South Australia, 

who came from Adelaide, who was also interested in film. She kept on telling me 

about it whenever she saw me at a show or a party or something:  she’d say, ‘Oh!  

it’s coming up, you know, the Act is going to go through,’ and all the rest of it, and 

so I knew about it well before.   

Did you see the position advertised? 

Yes, of course.  I was already told about it.  Phillip was a bit naughty, in that in fact 

he’d been talking to me about the Corporation well before this stage, and he actually 

asked me what sort of films could be made; if it was documentaries, how many 

documentaries could we make a year if there was just a small group of us, how 

much they would cost; and his vision, as it was by his second report - because his 

first report, of course, as I understand it, rejected the whole idea of having a film 

corporation; he gets annoyed when that’s said, and in fact apparently held it against 

Don that Don told people that Phillip originally said that it was a foolish idea to 

have a film corporation – 

Right. 

- and [Don] had told him to go away and think again, and so he [Phillip] came back 

with different results the second time. 

Well, perhaps the feasibility study that was done, in front of us here, is in fact the 
second one. 

I think so, yes.  Can I, first of all, go over what Phillip Adams would have seen 

when he arrived there? 

Yes. 

And this is the environment that Don would have been working in as Premier, and 

would have seen as being a film production industry in Adelaide.  One has to 

remember that Adelaide actually had a history of filmmaking, and feature 

filmmaking, that goes right back to the silent days, which disappeared in the 

twenties, long before Don’s period, of course.  With the coming of sound, most 

Australian production died, and [with] the loss of the distribution through the 

theatres, because of the prejudice of the American and British distributors.   



 

Now, when I finally came to Adelaide, after I’d been appointed, I had to look 

around and see what was there, and this is what Phillip would have found when he 

came to do his inquiry.  There were about three single-people production companies 

– they called themselves ‘companies’; they were individuals, really – three, who 

were not particularly talented.  Two of them were cameramen-directors themselves 

and made their own little films, but none of their films had any international or even 

national interest.  There were two companies which made commercials and had two 

or three people on staff and did quite well at those.  Unfortunately, one of those 

refused to do any work for us. We offered work to so many other people that that 

particular company decided to stay with the commercials and did very well out of it.  

But in those days most commercials were made in Sydney.  Anyway, this was the 

scene.  And there was one man who was particularly wealthy, who had a very good 

private business that used to subsidise his filmmaking, who did make feature films 

and – well, I think he made a feature in the late sixties, on 35 mm, which didn’t get 

distribution.  But he was probably the greatest thorn in our side, because we tried to 

work with him on a number of occasions and he was a one-manner, really.  It was 

better when he was shooting and directing his own material, but working together 

with other people it was almost impossible.  But he always felt that we were 

prejudiced against him. 

Did he?  And you never got together with him?   

He made one tourist film for us. 

But you never absorbed him into the Corporation? 

No, no, no, we couldn’t.  He wouldn’t be absorbed in the Corporation; he wanted to 

do separate films that we would sponsor. We commissioned him to do a second 

tourist film, but he deserted the project on the first day of the shoot and left a crew 

to complete it for him.  They swore that they would never work with him again. 

Right. 

So that’s what Phillip would have found.  In addition to that, he would have found a 

number of the small film units – maybe one or two people – in a number of state 

government departments, making films which were really home movies, so they got 

no distribution and they got no acceptance outside the departments that they were 

working in. 

You mean departments like Tourism and – – –? 



 

Roads, and – well, Tourism did get some distribution, but no national distribution.  

They weren’t given the money.  I mean, the Tourism Department I felt very sorry 

for; they really tried hard to make documentaries and travel films, information films.  

But they didn’t have the resources.  We finally took that over, of course. 

So there was a bit of equipment dotted around in government departments, was 
there? 

Oh, yes, there was.  Not a great deal.  I remember the Police Department had their 

own; they were the best-equipped; and I had to decide, right from the beginning, 

which departments would have to put their films through us, because, as is noted in 

the feasibility study here, one of the decisions was to put all state film production 

through us, and that included the Police Department. 

Yes. 

However, I was sensible enough (laughs) to say, ‘Oh, no, the Police Department has 

a special need for security and confidentiality and they should keep their production 

unit.’  (laughs) 

So you kept at arm’s length of the police. 

We kept at arm’s length – in fact, more than that; they embraced us.  They were 

very nice to us and very helpful, so it was a wise decision.  (laughs)  But all the 

other departments came in under us. 

So you absorbed these little government film units and their equipment – – –. 

Well, no, we didn’t really get their equipment.  They all hung onto that.  But what 

we did absorb was their duties to produce these films, and if they wanted to make a 

film or a department wanted to make a film they had to come through us. 

Right.  And you also took over the film libraries as well, did you? 

Now, that was the worst thing.  When Phillip discussed with me what to do, he came 

up with the idea that the Corporation would make about ten 10-minute films for 

state government departments a year; that we would be placed in a small office in 

the Premier’s Department; and that our production facility would be the downstairs 

theatrette that they had for showing films at lunchtimes and that could be our 

screening room, and they’d put a 35-mm projector in.  So he worked out that the 

establishment of the entire Corporation would only cost the price of one 35-mm 

projector.  There was no suggestion at that stage of feature films and major films at 



 

all, and when I actually was appointed, by a committee in which Phillip played a 

major role – Len Amadio was the other person, and Bill Voysey. He was the 

Principal Project Officer in the Policy Secretariat of the Premier’s Department. 

Was Irving Saulwick was on that panel as well? 

No.  .   

Oh, okay. 

No. . 

Yes.  The only reason I’m mentioning Irving Saulwick is because he was the 
person who was with [the consulting firm] PE, who did this feasibility study. 

I really wasn’t – – –. 

And my understanding was that he was involved in the recruitment.  But anyway, 
that doesn’t matter. 

No.  I never heard of him. 

Now, I believe you had the [SAFC] Act with you at the interview; is that correct? 

Yes.  It caused a bit of a sensation, actually, because I’d got a copy of the Act, and 

when they were through with their questions I said, ‘Now I’ve got some questions to 

ask,’ and I produced the Act out of my case, and they said, ‘Where did you get that 

from?’  I said, ‘Well, the Government Printers. You should go along and ask the 

Government Printer; he’ll give you a copy of any Act in Australia.’  So they were 

very impressed with that.  They weren’t so impressed with my question, which was, 

‘How is this Corporation to be funded because there is nothing in the Act about 

funding.’  And Voysey said, ‘Whatever is necessary will be provided from 

government’s sources.’  And there was no talk about a fund or an amount of money 

that we would have, or anything of that nature.  I think there was some vague 

suggestion of government loans.  This was something - I should have realised that 

this was going to be an enormous problem. 

Yes.  Just bringing Don Dunstan in here for a minute, do you know what it was 
that prompted him into wanting South Australia to be involved in the film 
industry in the first place? 

Well, it was rather interesting.  It was obviously a passion for him, because I had 

never met him up until this stage, despite what public rumour used to say, and when 

I did see him, after I had been appointed, I went along to have the sort of sword 



 

placed upon my shoulder.  And he was there with Peter Ward, wearing his 

sunglasses as usual – (laughs) do you know about Peter Ward’s sunglasses? 

Yes, I’ve heard of it before, yes. 

Yes; it’s a very important aspect of looking at the public servants.  And Don was 

sitting in a chair and bouncing up and down, and I realised that this indicated he was 

very excited.  And he kept on bouncing up and down on the chair, which was a bit of 

a shock when you’re meeting somebody like a premier of a state.  He was very full 

of himself about it.  And his vision of what was to be the Film Corporation was 

infinitely wider than the one that Phillip Adams had discussed with me, and he 

clearly indicated that in fact what they wanted was a film industry.  And I said, 

‘Well, Mr Premier, if you give me the resources that we need, I can guarantee you’ll 

have a film industry within a generation.’  And Peter Ward snapped up and said, ‘A 

generation?  That’s 10 years.  We want it today, tomorrow.’  And Don said, 

‘Yesterday.’  (laughter)  And, in fact, that’s what they did want; they wanted it 

almost immediately, and it was extraordinary that their vision of what a film 

industry could be was so extraordinarily uninformed.  They hadn’t really understood 

the huge infrastructure that had to be built, which is what I did. 

And, tell me, were all the things that Don said then – Don and Peter Ward said 
then – were they reflected in the Act that you had already in your possession? 

Oh, it was much broader than the Act. 

The Act was much narrower than their vision, you mean? 

No; the Act was so broad that you could have driven anything through it. 

Oh, I understand, yes. 

There was no restriction on the amount of funding we could get or suggestion of 

funding at all.  There was no limitation on the variety of films we might want to 

make or the staff that we could have.  I mean, it was an extraordinarily broad Act.  It 

was a different matter when I went to Tasmania and the Act that they produced was 

infinitely more refined and – – –. 

And well-defined. 

Well, more defined, yes.  But this was an extraordinarily broad Act so that, in fact, 

you could have done anything.  And, as Don once said to me, when I talked to him 

about cinemas and so forth, because the distribution situation was so difficult, that 



 

we were thinking about actually taking over the rent of cinemas in Sydney and 

Melbourne to run our films if the commercial distributors wouldn’t handle them, 

and he said, ‘Well, in the Act you’re allowed to have ownership of property.’ 

So you weren’t in any way restricted to making government films or –  

No. 

– supplying staff and equipment for making other people’s films; you could do 
anything you liked. 

Do anything you liked. 

Oh, okay, right from the very start. 

Right from the very start. 

And feature films were all part of that. 

Part of that, yes. 

So right from the start, then, were you thinking feature films? 

Of course.  That was why I was there.  (laughs) 

Ah, right.  Okay.   

You see, I started making feature films – well, when I was a child, actually, when I 

was 20 or 21 I made my first feature films.  But at Film Australia I’d actually 

twisted the documentary interest there into feature films, and we made a series of 

films called Three To Go, which you’ll see described in the book1, which was a full 

feature, a triple; and another one called Flashpoint, which was on mining in the 

Northwest of Australia, which is a feature film.  And I’d actually trained these 

people like Peter Weir, Brian Hannant, Don Crombie and many of those other 

directors, who were eventually going to go on to direct feature films.  We were 

actually starting the whole business of making feature films in Australia. 

Through Film Australia. 

Yes, Film Australia. 

Yes, yes.  The structure of the SAFC grew considerably, of course.  Tell me about 
it – you started off in some crummy little premises somewhere? 

Well, they weren’t crummy.  It was an ordinary block of offices, but totally vacated; 

that had been left by another department. 



 

I remember you saying in your book about the phone hanging out of the wall. 

Hanging out of the wall, yes; and a lot of dust – very dusty chairs and old desks 

spread over about four or five offices.  It was ..... 

In the city? 

It was not far from the area that we finally settled, but we only lasted there for a 

very short time and then Don offered us the top floor of the National Bank, that had 

been vacated by the Bank and sold to the government, and they restored the top 

floor for us, beautifully.  It was extraordinary.  It was the only grandly generous 

thing that the government did while I was there. 

Yes.  That sounds pretty good.  And then you stayed that whole time there, did 
you? 

No, we didn’t.  I said when I saw it, I thought, ‘We’ve got to be careful here.’  There 

were only four offices, and I said, ‘This will do us for two years, at the most.’  And 

within six months we had an additional office round the corner, and we’d taken over 

the old cinema and turned it into a sound stage, and off it went.  (laughs)    

It grew and grew like Topsy. 

Grew very quickly. 

And also your staffing levels:  now, you started as a one-person show –  

That’s right. 

– for a short period of time, presumably.  And then what were your priorities?  
Did you recruit producers first, or – – –? 

Well, actually, what we advertised for was a production coordinator, which I 

thought was probably all I’d need at this early stage, and Matt Carroll applied for 

that, and I’d given Matt Carroll a job as a student at Film Australia and at the 

Interim Film Training School and I knew he’d be extremely good.  There were a few 

other applicants, but with nowhere near the same capacity that he had.  He’d already 

produced a feature film with Jim Sharman, which was a sort of semi-amateur feature 

film, so we appointed him as Production Coordinator.  I appointed a secretary as 

well, Jill Robb, who’d been my production secretary at the ABC for a period and I 

knew had gone out into the film industry as a producer. She applied for the 

coordinator’s position, and so we offered her a producer’s position, and she was the 
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first producer.  Now, I was very proud of that, because this was one of the first times 

that a woman had been appointed to a position of that sort of authority in the 

Australian film industry. 

Penny Chapman also worked – – –. 

Later, yes. 

Oh, that was later, okay. 

Yes, much later.  Yes, well, I sort of got her out of the public service when I was 

working on the Interim Training Scheme for the Film School, and she came along to 

help with assessments - Matt Carroll being one of the people who was assessed there 

-when she became at a loose end she had joined the Interim Training Scheme as an 

officer.  And so when we needed someone to run the women’s unit, I got Penny to 

come down and put her on the staff as another producer. 

And then you had John Morris, of course, as head of production at some point.  
He came – – –. 

Well, yes.  That was some time afterwards, I mean that was about 12 months after 

we’d started.  It became quite obvious that the scale of the process became bigger 

and bigger very quickly.  Don was aware of it, but I don’t think the rest of the 

government was aware of just how big we were becoming.  There was one stage, 

with contractors and so forth, where we had 300 staff that I was responsible for. 

That was during the recession when we employed nearly 100 unemployed people 

under the RES, paid for by the Commonwealth Government; builders to renovate 

the studio, film librarians to update the film library, women film makers for the 

women’s unit. (Gillian Armstrong’s first job!) 

Whoa!  Really?  Really? 

Part-time people, yes. 

Yes – goodness me!  I hadn’t realised it was so – – –. 

Well, I mean we had two features running more or less concurrently; two television 

series; all the documentaries.  I mean, that was a lot of people. 

Yes, yes.  Now, you were also appointed as Chair, Chairman of the Board.  I 
wonder, firstly, did the board change a lot over your period of time? 

No, it didn’t change at all, unfortunately. 

Who were they, the board members? 



 

Well, this was one of the big disasters, although – I don’t know who worked this 

out, but it was rather clever and I always suspect it might have been Phillip 

[Adams], but it was the sort of crafty thing that he did very well.  By appointing me 

as Director/ Chairman and only a three-man committee, and then appointing one of 

the members who hated the other one, (laughs) I always got my own way, because if 

I said ‘Yes’ one of them would say ‘Yes’ and the other one would say ‘No’, so we 

got it through with a majority, and if – – –. 

Can you tell me who they were? 

Yes.  There was Eric Williams, who set up a quite big film club, which showed 

international movies and ran the film festival at that stage.  There was a film festival 

then, by the way, and people forget that there was an Adelaide Film Festival way 

back in those days.  And the other one was Max Bone who was head of Further 

Education. To get this Act through with the Education Department, because the 

Minister of Education was very concerned that we would be taking over production 

of education films as well –  

Which indeed you did. 

– which we did, he insisted that one of the appointments to the board should be a 

senior person in education. 

Which is sort of fair? 

Fair enough. 

Yes. 

Except that neither of them had any experience of making films and didn’t really 

know anything about film production whatsoever. This made it very difficult, 

because it placed me entirely on my own; whenever I made a decision I knew that I 

wasn’t going to get advice from them.  I had to take full responsibility.. 

Yes, I was going to ask you if that simplified your work or if it complicated it. 

Well, no; it made it very easy, because I became sort of a dictator, really.  They used 

to call me ‘Chairman Gil’ (after Chairman Mao!).  And I did become a dictator, 

because I’d now gone through a series of different production areas and I thought I 

had a pretty good idea of where I was going and what I was going to do, and I told 

everybody what to do, I’m afraid.  I did become a dictator. 



 

Just as a little side issue, just before I came I established a little restaurant in 

Sydney called The Elegant Sufficiency, where all us filmmakers got together and 

put in $150 each and we completely restored an old butcher shop right in the middle 

of the Sydney restaurant area, and we ran it as a sort of club for film people, because 

in those days there was no real film society, and so we created a film society.  In 

running that restaurant, I learnt so much about manipulating people, working in 

coordination with people, having committees to decide, and I realised it was all 

rubbish.  The only person that could do it was the person who was running it, and so 

that’s why I became a dictator.  And I don’t think I could have done what I did 

unless I had taken that attitude. 

Yes.  Yes.   

One thing I should mention – you mentioned before about the libraries. 

Yes. 

Now, that was – I suspect this was a Phillip Adams idea, because he thought if you 

were only going to do these few documentaries there had to be more to do, so he 

decided to stick the libraries under the Film Corporation as well.  It was a terrible 

mistake.  I would say that I spent about a third of my time settling fights and battles 

between the Education Department and the library – a third of my time as Chairman/ 

Director was to settle these problems.  They took an absolutely aggressive attitude 

against us and we had a terrible problem. 

Tell me how that worked – – –. 

I’ll tell you why.  The guy that was in charge – a man in his early 30s, a quite 

ambitious sort of person who’d worked for the navy before in information, had a 

military background – had been appointed as head of their media department at the 

Education Department just as we were appointed.  Now, what happened when he 

arrived was he discovered that everything had been taken from him:  film 

production, the libraries, everything; he had nothing left, virtually.  And so he 

conducted a wholesale war on me and the Corporation for the whole four years that 

I was there.  And it was a great pity because, had he been more cooperative, we 

could have achieved much more with the Education Department. 

You would have had to have appointed a librarian/cataloguer-type person –  

No, they were all there. 



 

– almost immediately. 

No, they were all there. 

So you took that person. 

No, he remained with the Education Department.  We took over a very, very 

antiquated staff who had lived in a rather dreadful tin shed, again right down on the 

south end of Adelaide, and put them into a beautiful new office with carpets and 

everything else and a supervisor, and we did a lot of good for that library.  The 

library turned out to be one of the best in Australia, the first to be computerised.  I 

imported a guy from the Canadian National Film Board to set it all up. 

So you actually physically took the film stock and the staff –  

Everything. 

– and relocated them.  I understand.  There were two libraries, were there not:  
one with the Education Department –  

Well, they were really – – –. 

– and one somewhere else? 

They were the same library, really; they just had different lists.  The films were all 

in the same racks. 

Ah, right – so you just sort of put them all together. 

Yes, and I insisted on painting all the cans silver with a black tick on them to make 

sure that it was known to be South Australian Film Corporation.  It was one of my 

idiosyncrasies.   

In your book of biographical tales, Final Cut, you say you got to know Don 
Dunstan quite well.  Could you tell me about him in a professional sense, as your 
immediate boss – I believe because the Film Corporation was a statutory 
authority and therefore you answered directly to him, I understand; is that right?  
How supportive was he; how often did you meet together; and what were he and 
his public servants like to the Corporation? 

A very good question.  (I hate it when people say that.)  It was the first introduction 

to what was actually going to go on at the Film Corporation, as far as the public 

service was concerned, because I was installed in this office with a telephone 

hanging out of the wall and given the car that was actually used – – –.  I should 

mention, by the way, that Don had actually one man on his staff that was his 

cinematographer and he’d given him a very good camera, a full-sound, 16-mm 



 

sound camera, and recorder, and he made some short films for Don as well.  Now, 

he would join my staff virtually as my sort of assistant at that stage. 

Ah, really?  Do you remember his name? 

Yes.  John Ellson.  And he joined our staff and he had a car.  Now, that car was 

given to me and, as I was in this building, I thought I’d better get a parking spot for 

it, so I actually paid for a parking spot for a month.  So the Secretary of the 

Premier’s Department2 was immediately onto the phone and said, ‘Now, what right 

did I have to do that?’  In fact, that it was a job that he should have done and he 

should have approved.  So I said, ‘Well, I thought we were a statutory body and I 

was doing – – –.’  He said, ‘Oh, no, you’ve got to come through me for that.’  So I 

went up to see him and he unfolded a large chart he’d had made out of timber, on 

the wall, which he opened up, and there are all the names of all the departments that 

he was responsible for, and on the bottom he’d added, ‘South Australian Film 

Corporation’.  So anyway, I went back to my office and I rang the government 

Solicitor General. And I said, ‘What is my position?’  He said, ‘There is no 

question, Gil: ‘you are in charge of the Corporation and you’re only answerable to 

the Premier, and tell Bakewell to get stuffed.’  (laughter) Because Bakewell was 

very unpopular himself.   And, in fact, that’s what I – I didn’t quite do that, but I sort 

of – went ahead and got my parking spot and went on to do other things as I wanted 

to do them. 

Okay.  Well, now, tell me about Don and his, if you like, his authority over you, 
being the person to whom you answered. 

Well, he was always, generally, sympathetic.  There was only one time when we fell 

out.  No; there were two times, twice.   

 

One was about the middle of the second year, I’d say it was, and somebody from 

one of the film magazines came across and interviewed me, and I was quite frank 

about the problem of financing and that, in fact, I had foolishly – and I say foolishly 

– said, ‘Well, you know, nobody had thought where the money was coming from.’  

Now, this was used politically against Don in the House, of course, and for three 

months Don refused to see me.  And it was only at the end of that period, when I 
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was becoming really distressed because we were going through a very bad time at 

that stage of battles and difficulties – I remember there was a three-week period 

when I didn’t have a holiday and I was working 12, 15 hours a day.  It nearly killed 

me.  And to not see Don at that stage was really fatal.  So I told Peter Ward that this 

had happened and Peter said, ‘Oh, that can’t go on,’ and I was in seeing Don again 

very soon after that and we never had a break like that again until right at the end of 

my period, when this matter of the advertisements for the Labor Party -  

Yes.  Can we come to that in a minute? 

- and then we did have quite a strong disagreement at that stage, a disagreement 

which – – –. 

So Peter Ward actually went as an intermediary –  

Yes. 

– and assisted you –  

Yes, he did. 

– to get back into Don’s good books, as it were. 

Yes.  That’s right, yes. 

How often did you meet with Don as a general rule? 

It was supposed to be once a month, you see, we were supposed to have a monthly 

meeting.  And we sent our minutes from our meetings – which were very detailed, 

because there was so little supervision over us that I made sure those minutes were 

very, very detailed – and we would send them, after they had been approved by the 

next meeting, to the Premier’s Department for their approval.  There was an attempt 

by the Secretary of the Department to have us send them immediately after the 

meeting.  I said, ‘But they’re not authorised minutes until they’ve been approved by 

the next meeting,’ and he would know that, of course, and he had to give on that 

point. 

Right.  Do you think he [the Secretary] read them and understood what was being 
resolved at your board meetings? 

I think they had absolutely no idea of what was going on.  Well, I mean, it was 

expanding at a rate that the public service would have found, if they’d really known 

it, would have had a fit.  Don knew what was happening, but he didn’t know the 

extent of it.  I would occasionally invite him to come out and see something and he 



 

would come and just see one thing; but I don’t think we ever took him round to all 

the offices and all the studios that we had and the buildings that we were occupying.  

We were occupying four buildings at that stage. 

Was that a bit of nervousness on your part; that you thought he might sort of go 
into shock, horror and – – –? 

No, no, no, no.  I think I would wait until he asked to see them, you see. 

And he never did? 

Never did.  (laughs)   

Isn’t that interesting. 

Oh, well, he gave me an incredibly long lead to play – to hang myself.  No, he was 

very keen that I get carried away.  I mean, he’d appointed me because I was more 

than a little mad.  I mean, that’s the point.  You needed a madman to go and do that 

job and do what I did. 

Yes.  So you and your two board members, Max Bone and Eric Williams, made 
the decisions in a board capacity –  

Sure. 

– and then you went and talked over points that you thought might be tricky with 
the government; is that how it worked? 

Oh, no, no, no.  We’d go along.  There’d never been a tricky point, there’d always 

been just a report of what we were doing. 

What about finances?  Let’s move on to the dreaded finances. 

Oh, the finances were interesting because within – we were given $30,000 to 

establish a film industry.  (laughs)   

Absurd. 

And that was the first amount that I was given, that was all I was given, $30,000.  

Well, I mean, I was on $13,000 myself and I had a secretary; that took it to 20 

[thousand]. 

Oh, that was including salaries, was it? 

Oh, yes; everything. 

Not rental – please don’t tell me rental. 

Yes.  Yes.  When we moved into the new building, into the restored building –  



 

The one at the top of the bank. 

– the top of the bank, they charged us $9,000 a year rent.   

Whoo – that was a lot of money in those days. 

It wasn’t as bad as in Tasmania, where it was $40,000.  But yes, $9,000 was a lot of 

money then.  But anyway, what else? 

I was asking you about the finances –  

Oh, the finances, yes. The Government also paid the costs of running the libraries. 

The individual state [government] departments also paid for the production of the 

films that they commissioned and we charged a supervision fee of 20% to cover our 

costs, which sometimes meant re-making parts of the films. 

– because you grew, but you had this terrible restraint of funding. 

How did we do it, yes.  Funding, yes.  Of course, we were given the capacity to 

borrow at government rates, first $400,000 a year, but we had to pay the interest on 

that, which was four per cent when we started. But under Whitlam, of course, 

interest rates went crazy to 16 per cent.  We had to pay these sorts of interests.  And 

then annual government borrowing went up from $400,000 under Whitlam to 

$700,000.  So we could borrow this sort of money, but we had to pay it back – – –. 

Well, you had to pay the interest on it. 

We had to pay the whole thing.  Eventually, that was what we were supposed to do. 

They were loans. 

They were loans. 

They were government loans. 

Well, they were loans from banks.  We had to go along to the bank and persuade 

them to lend us – well, about $100,000, $300,000.  It was actually out of bank funds, 

and it was put into a banking account and we had to account for the expenditure on 

it and we had to pay the interest on it every year so that after three years we were 

nearly $2 million in debt.  I remember Jill Robb coming in to me in about the second 

or third month that we’d been working and building up a staff and finding people 

that would come and work in Adelaide – very difficult, all of it. 

You had to buy film stock and equipment and all sorts of things. 



 

Yes.  Well, we made sure that we didn’t buy equipment much; we’d try to rent it 

where we could.   And Jill came in and said ‘Look, this is impossible,’ she said.  

‘Within three years, all we’ll need is a letterbox where they can put the bills in, 

because we won’t be able to pay it back.  We’ll just be borrowing money to pay 

back the money that we’ve already got.’   

So I said, ‘Well, I’ll just have to go and see Don.’  So I went up and I got an 

appointment almost immediately.  He saw me very readily whenever I had a 

problem, I must say.  I said, ‘Look, you know, we can’t just exist on this sort of 

money.’   

He said, ‘Well, how much do you need?’   

I said, ‘Well, we need at least $100,000 a year to get us started, at least $100,000, 

as well as the interest funding.’   

He said, ‘Oh, well, I can probably give you that.’  And I think he probably, as 

Treasurer/Premier, had the right to invest about that amount of money without the 

government’s approval.  And so we got $100,000 a year.  But that’s all we ever got 

from the government as general funding assistance..    

And that was a grant, was it, from the government? 

That was a grant, yes.   

That must have been a bit of a relief. 

Yes.  I went back to the office, and Jill was absolutely trembling with fear.  She 

said, ‘I thought you’d go up there and he’d close the whole place down.’  I said, 

‘No; I got $100,000.’  (laughs)  She was very pleased.  But it wasn’t anywhere near 

enough, of course, but I knew probably he’d have restraints otherwise.  

But then one of the other members of the Cabinet came to see me – if you 

remember, there was a terrible recession in 1973 – 

Yes. 

– and the first thing that the government departments did was to cancel their films, 

because we were dependent on funds coming out of the different government 

departments’ budgets to pay for the films that would be made for them. 

Right, right. 

And the first thing they did was cancel those. 

And did you have quite a queue of those lined up? 



 

We did, yes, and they were all cancelled.  And then somebody – I can’t remember 

who it was; it was one of the other members of the Cabinet – came to me and said, 

‘Gil, you realise that if you put up to the Cabinet that they give you a certain fund 

that will be allocated to the various departments on their degree of responsibility and 

need for a film I think you’d get it through?’  And, in fact, we did.  So we got this 

funding, which was specifically to spend on government film production. We didn’t 

make those ourselves; we subcontracted to the small local companies that I was 

talking about before. 

Right. 

And supervised them.  And we charged a percentage, like an advertising agency 

would, so that we had some income from it to cover our costs, because we now had 

appointed a producer who specifically looked after making documentaries and 

subcontracting them, because it was a full-time job; and also we appointed a 

producer who looked after educational films, and the Education Department.   

One nice thing that happened with the Education Department – this is very funny 

– am I waffling too much? 

No, no, no.  I’ll stop you if you are.   

A marvellous thing happened very soon after we’d become established. The head of 

the primary education section – not Max …  

Primary education? 

– he was Director of Education, Primary – came to me with his script which he’d 

written about how inspectors should work in schools.  And he’d written it himself, 

and he’d been trying to persuade people to produce it.  Would we be interested?  Of 

course we were.  (laughs)  His department would pay for it.  So Jill Robb got onto it; 

and it was very fortunate, actually, because [David Williamson’s play] Don’s Party 

was in town, and all the top actors in Australia were there.  And so she went along 

and cast all of them into it, and it turned out to be a very good film.  And the great 

thing was that the Education [Department] - this guy - was very much onside.  He 

went off and he sold three copies to his friends in Darwin.  The only problem was 

that when we actually went out to shoot it Jill Robb reported to me that one of the 

inspectors had looked at the script and said, ‘This is completely out of date.’  

(laughs) 

Is that right? 



 

‘That’s not how we do inspections any more at all.’  (laughter)  However, it put us 

on very good terms with the Education Department so that at the end of the financial 

year, when they had a hundred thousand dollars they didn’t know what to do with, 

the same gentleman rang me up and said, ‘Could you handle this?’  He said, ‘Do 

you have to pay – – –?’  And you know what happens normally is that a government 

department loses unspent funding and you also lose it from the next year’s budget.  

He said, ‘If we pay this in to you in advance for films that we might want to make in 

the next 12 months, would that be possible?’  I said, ‘Of course!’  So across came a 

cheque for a hundred thousand dollars.  Now, that was great, because it actually 

pushed up the amount of money that the individual departments were actually 

spending on films, so that when they came to calculate the amount that the Cabinet 

would approve for us to have as a fund that we could use to make films for the 

Education Department and for state government departments, this was included.  

This meant that our budget for making government films, state government films, 

went up by a hundred thousand, which was marvellous. 

Oh, that sounds very good.  That was clever.   
You said Don bounced up and down on his chair when he first met you. 

Yes. 

Did he continue to bounce up and down, figuratively? 

No.  Generally, he sat there very quietly and just listened to what we were saying 

and didn’t really make any comments about it at all.  He just absorbed what we told 

him.  He really had given us an enormous freedom to do what we could.  And, of 

course, we started doing good things. 

One of the things that was interesting was that – I was appointed in October ’72, 

and about April or so in ’73 we had completed our first documentary.  In fact, in this 

case I did use an interstate person to make a film on the Murray River, which was 

called –  

I read about that in your book. 

– Shed Tears for The River.  Wonderful film, by a person that I again knew – they 

used to accuse me of using my friends; well, all the people I knew who were good at 

making films were my friends – and David Corke, he made it for us, and I 

supervised production on it.  We had the first screening for the Department of the 

Environment…. 



 

They had commissioned it, had they? 

They had commissioned it, yes, and were paying for it.  We had this screening lined 

up in about April/May the following year, and I’m sitting in my office waiting for 

them to arrive and in comes Peter Ward.  And I said, ‘Oh, you’re here for the 

screening of our first film, are you?’  And he looked at me and suddenly did a 

double-take and said, ‘Yes.  Yes.  Yes.’  (laughs) He watched the film with the 

Department, and it was very successful screening; the Department of Environment 

were delighted with it.  We sold it to Channel Seven for quite a lot of money – got 

more money back than it cost, which, for a state-made film, was pretty remarkable.  

It was made for television.  We owned the copyright on all films we made and kept 

all funds that they were sold for. 

Duration about 50 minutes or something? 

Yes, with commercial breaks and everything, as a commercial film.  And it did very 

well.  Peter went off, very pleased with the result.  I found out afterwards that the 

reason he was there was because he’d been sent down by Don to find out when we 

were going to show a film. 

Like ‘when are you going to do something?’ 

Yes, when are we going to do something.  Here it was, only about five months after 

I’d been appointed, and they expected films to be falling off the racks.  They had no 

idea of the work that was involved. 

And the complexity and all the rest of it. 

Yes.  And the fact that I was setting up – I wasn’t setting up just making films; I was 

setting up an industry.  That was always my intention, right from the beginning. 

You were indeed wearing a lot of hats.  Not only were you doing the whole 
libraries thing and reintegrating that, you were hiring staff, getting equipment 
together – yes, the whole – – –. 

Assessing scripts. 

Assessing scripts. 

We had 400 feature scripts submitted for assessment in the second year. 

Did you?  Did you put out a general call? 

No.  They all just came.  (laughs) 

Really? 



 

Like seagulls. 

Yes, and having to not only select feature scripts, but you were also interacting 
with government departments –  

All government departments, that’s right. 

– about what might be done for X Department and so on. 

And working out scripting for that, because we supervised the scripting on all the 

departmental films, and then supervised them right through, so that in fact we saw 

the rushes, we saw the fine cuts and the final film.  Sometimes ordered complete 

reshoots and re-mixing.  It was quite complicated. 

You were wearing a myriad of different hats. 

Yes.  And the worst one, of course, was the political one, because we were 

constantly being attacked in the House. 

Yes.  I was going to come to that.  Can we just hold that for a second? 

Sure. 

Because I want to ask you what you felt about Adelaide when you first arrived, 
South Australia and Adelaide.  What were your initial reactions? 

My initial reaction was that it was a wonderful place to be.  I really loved Adelaide 

when I first arrived there, and it wasn’t until after about six months I started to 

realise that I was on the wrong batting team as far as the people who were going to 

support the film industry were concerned, because they tended to be people from the 

North Adelaide push, who loathed Don Dunstan and wanted to see him gone.  And 

they could see that, because I was such a favoured person by Don, that the first 

person they had to destroy was me, and in the process of destroying me they would 

get to Don.  And, in fact, in the end, one of the reasons why I finally left was that 

Don came to me one day and said, ‘Look, I just can’t stand up for you any more in 

public, because the more I stand up for you in public the more they will attack.’ 

Tell me about those attacks.  They were in the press and in Parliament? 

Oh, yes – in Parliament, yes.  It was almost a daily basis. We had appointed a 

Deputy Director, Stuart Jay, previously a top commonwealth public servant. One of 

his jobs was to prepare the answers to parliamentary questions. It was almost full 

time for him.   

What kind of attacks were there – – –?   



 

Well, I remember one of the major ones was that six boxes of 35 mm film had been 

stolen from the Film Corporation.  ‘Had this been reported to the police?’  This was 

a question in Parliament.  It turned out, in fact, somebody had put them on the 

wrong shelf; it hadn’t even been stolen. 

How did the Member of Parliament hear about it, then? 

Well, unfortunately, we had quislings amongst our crew.  One turned out to be a 

person in an important position, who was feeding everything directly to the Liberal 

Party. 

Oh! 

Oh yes, it was very dirty, the whole thing. 

So you were getting these adverse questions in Parliament ? 

Constantly.  One Liberal backbencher, Stan Evans, made it his personal hobby. 

Were these questions directed to Don ? 

That’s right. 

– as the minister responsible –  

Yes. 

– in his role as Minister of Arts, I suppose. 

That’s right.  That’s right, yes. 

And he was unable, he said he was unable, to bat them away and defend [you]. 

Well, he finally said he couldn’t defend us any more.  He wouldn’t stand up for us 

in public any more because the more he stood up for us the more we would be 

attacked.  So that gave me no protection at all.  

Extraordinary state of affairs. 

It was, it was dreadful.  Well, it was time to go. 

Yes.  Yes.  And that, other than the first six months when you said you found 
Adelaide a really pleasant place, when these political undertows became apparent 
did you see them everywhere?  I mean, the press also sort of stood up and were 
your enemies a bit, too, weren’t they? 

Oh, yes.  Adelaide Advertiser decided to try and destroy the Corporation, because 

they were out to destroy Don.  And so for the same reason they did this.  And the 

general attack on us was that we were bringing in outsiders when it was taxpayers’ 



 

money that should be spent on South Australians.  Well, of course there was nobody 

in South Australia to do it. 

There wasn’t anyone? 

And I had enough difficulty getting people to go there [to South Australia], let alone 

use the local people for everything.  We spent a lot of time and trouble training 

younger people.  I went from the Corporation to Flinders University where we were 

training film people, and we spent a lot of time doing that.  That was one of our 

major things; to build up a new group. And now, of course, they’ve become 

Academy award winners.  (laughs) 

Yes.  Well, if the state didn’t have the expertise –  

You had to bring them in. 

– you had to bring them in.  Exactly.  Now, can we just move on to Don as an 
individual, and I believe you knew him fairly well on a personal level. 

Yes.  I became a very good friend of his – better, really, as a friend, because 

professionally I tried to keep my distance from him.  I always referred to him as 

‘Mr Dunstan’ when I was working there; it was never ‘Don’.  He wanted to have a 

much more informal relationship – and I don’t mean what you might be thinking 

(laughs) – I mean, he wanted to be a friend, because he was hard up for people with 

the interests that I had and the background and so forth, and he found me interesting 

– and Rod, particularly – interesting people to be with.  And so we became socially 

good friends, but much better after I’d left the Corporation, and certainly even better 

when I came back in ’93, when he no longer had the responsibility, as it were. 

And you got to know a number of his friends, went to his house, all that sort of 
thing? 

Oh, yes.  Oh, yes. 

Was he easy to get on with on a personal level? 

Yes, on a personal level he was extremely easy to get on with.  He was an 

extraordinarily educated person, of course.  The only problem was – and I say this in 

the book; it’s a bit cruel of me to say this – he tended to only ever want to talk about 

what he was doing or what he was interested in; not necessarily just from his own 

personal point of view, but from the point of view of these are the focuses he had in 

his mind and that’s what he’d want to talk about.  And he could be a bit of a bore 

about that sort of thing.  He was very single-minded in what he was doing.  I mean I 



 

complain about the breadth of what I was doing; when the breadth of what he was 

doing was enormous.   

With all the new legislation and innovation that he was bringing into the state. 

One of the things I realised was happening – and it was made clear to me by the 

Director of the Festival Centre; I was down there one day arranging something and 

he said, ‘I’m off now to do [a] television [interview], to be butchered again.’  I said, 

‘Oh, well, I was butchered last week.’  He says, ‘Well, this is my week.’  We were 

being butchered on alternate weeks. 

Who was that – Anthony Steel? 

Yes.   

Okay. 

And he said, ‘You know what he [Don] is doing, don’t you?’ 

And I said, ‘No; what?  I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 

And Anthony said, ‘Well, he’s using us as a front.’  He said, ‘We are being used, 

because we’re easy targets.  People can see what we’re doing and all the rest of it, 

and they can understand that the Festival Centre’s in debt or the Film Corporation 

spent too much money on phone calls, or whatever, and this makes excellent press 

and everything else.’  He said, ‘While this is going on, behind the scenes he’s 

changing the world.’  And that’s what it was.  To a certain extent, I felt used in that 

regard and I realised Anthony was right:  that, in fact, we were set up as dummies at 

the front.  And I suppose I should be proud of the fact that, given the wonderful 

things that Don did do, that we were used as a front to let him do it.  And I think 

that’s what he was up to.  He was a very clever politician.   

Yes.  It’s interesting – yes, very interesting.  From your writings, I’ve picked up 
two small examples of Don which I think show him in two quite different lights, 
and in some ways I think they demonstrate the complexities of his character, and I 
wonder if I could put these to you for your comments:  the first one relates to the 
true story of an Aboriginal fairground worker accused of murder. 

Yes. 

Could you tell us what happened when you submitted the idea to Don for a 
feature film of that story? 

Yes.  It was a really good story and quite a famous trial that had been completely 

rigged and the poor man was still in gaol at that stage, and we thought that if we 



 

could do a film about him it might bring the whole thing to everybody’s attention 

that something better could be done for him.  We even had an outline of the script.   

I always sent all of our feature script ideas to Don, even when they were just 

treatments – (incidentally, he didn’t like the script of Sunday Too Far Away.  

(laughs) But he didn’t try to stop us making it.  He loved the final film.) 

Did he read most of those treatments? 

Oh, yes.  Yes. 

He did? 

Yes. 

So he was engaged enough to be – – –. 

Oh yes, very much so.   

Right, okay. 

Look, he was very devoted to the whole thing.  It was a passion of his.  He was, 

after all, a frustrated actor; I mean, that’s really what he should have been.  

(laughter)  We won’t get into that. He asked me to direct his performance of 

Carnival of the Animals at the zoo for the Arts Festival.  He overacted appalling 

despite my warnings!  

 
Back to the film 

But back to this film, and he came back to me and said, ‘Look, Gil, please do not go 

ahead with the Aboriginal prisoner project,’ and he told me why:  that, in fact, they 

were attaching, what I think the Americans call, an “earmark” to an unrelated bill. 

Oh, okay. 

He’d put an earmark into the act whereby this guy could be released.  The act had 

nothing to do with him, (laughs) but it was going to get him out of gaol.  But he 

[Don] wanted no publicity about it at all, and it would not even be advertised that it 

was in the act.  He didn’t want any press about it, because there could have been a 

problem, and so he asked us to do nothing about it.  And in fact he did get the poor 

man out of gaol.  It was a really horrifying case where a little girl was murdered and 

this man was charged with it, but the actual court case was a farce.  

And there was a film eventually made of it. 



 

Yes, there was – yes, by one of my protégés from the Flinders Film School. 

What was the title of it?3 

I can’t remember.  (laughs)  

You can’t remember. 

Yes, but it wasn’t terribly successful 

Okay, okay.  Now, the other little story that I got from your writings is a quite 
different kettle of fish.  It relates to the proposal put to you by Peter Ward to 
make a series of short political films for television.  Could you describe what they 
were and how you dealt with this issue, finally, at the meeting with you and Don 
and Peter Ward at Don’s house? 

Yes. 

Because it was quite important to you, I think. 

Yes, well, I’d made a point of seeing that – (and unfortunately we overdid it by 

having that guy that turned out to be a Liberal plant) – I always tried to see that our 

staff wasn’t entirely Labor supporters.  I didn’t actually say that, but I wanted to 

make sure that if somebody was obviously a Liberal supporter that didn’t preclude 

them from working for the Corporation. 

Indeed. 

So we had a number of people who were supporters of the Opposition in our 

organisation.  And when these scripts came from Peter Ward – I didn’t see them to 

start with; they went through the department that were going to look after them – – –

. 

And that was your documentary department. 

That’s right.  And immediately they looked at them they felt concerned – and quite 

rightly it was brought to my attention by the Deputy Director – that, in fact, it 

looked very like publicity on behalf of the Labor government; that in fact they 

weren’t actually films about the actual [government] departments, but about the 

achievements that this Labour government had achieved in that department. 

And what year are we talking about here? 

We’re talking about ’75.   

                                                 
3   Black and White (2002)   Producers: Helen Leake and  Nik Powell.  Director: Craig Lahiff. 

David Ngoombujarra playing Max Stuart won the 2003 AFI award for Best Actor in a Supporting Role  



 

Right. 

Now, I then took it to the board and they – even though they were both supporters of 

the Labor Party – said, ‘Yeah, well, it’s dangerous.  This is very dangerous.  We’re 

in enough trouble with Parliament as it is; this will be really exposed, and Don will 

suffer very badly from it.’  So I had to turn round and tell Don that we wouldn’t do 

them.   

And how was it received? 

Well, very badly.   

And this was at this meeting at his house? 

What actually happened was that I was called up and told that he wanted to see me, 

and Peter Ward also rang and said he wanted to see me, so I went to his office and 

we were shunted down into his car and taken to Don’s home and put, not on the 

lounges where we normally sat to talk pleasantly, but on the chairs in the front of the 

table, like this, and immediately Peter Ward asked what right did I have to do this:  

that I’d exceeded my authority in refusing to follow the Premier’s wishes.  I said, 

‘Well, I think, Peter, I am in this position to advise the Premier, and my advice is 

not to do these films.  So I’m not exceeding my authority; I’m exercising it.’  So 

anyway they didn’t do them.  And, in fact, Don was very annoyed about that, and in 

fact they hadn’t advertised my position at that stage - I had already resigned, but  

they hadn’t advertised my position because they were hoping I’d change my mind -     

after this they advertised my position. 

Did it cause a break in your relationship with Don? 

For a little while, yes.  But he got over it.  He actually had his revenge:  it was very 

naughty – he appointed me to a small committee after I’d left the Corporation and 

was working at Flinders University.  He appointed me to a small committee to 

produce a number of magazines which turned out to have exactly the same purpose, 

(laughs) and I had to resign from that too because I realised just how dangerous that 

was.  Peter Ward took over that job but it was never completed.  Peter later, after he 

resigned, wrote an article in his column in The Australian about this incident, 

claiming he agreed with my action and only carried out the attempt on Don’s orders. 

Oh, really.  Really. 

Fortunately Don had a sense of humour. 



 

I just think that those two examples show a man with, on the one hand, in the case 
of the Aboriginal man, a deep sense of justice and fairness, and on the other hand 
a naïve approach to what he did, and also a lack of political judgment, and I 
wonder what you have to say about that. 

Yes.  Well, I would agree with all of that.  I think it was a lack of political judgment, 

and Don occasionally lacked political judgment.  I mean, he was finally brought 

down, really, I think, by making a personal mistake.  I mean, the reason that he 

wanted these films done was that he felt that people didn’t realise what he was 

achieving in all these departments, and he said, ‘Why haven’t I the right to tell 

people how successful I’ve been?’  And my response was, ‘Well, if you want to do 

that, then the Labor Party should pay for it.  I mean, it’s a political statement.’ 

Or they can be channelled through the various government departments. 

Well, that would again be dangerous.  See, the danger was that he was saying, 

‘These are the achievements of the Labor Government.’  Now, that’s blatant 

advertising.  I mean, this sort of thing still goes on with the Federal Government, of 

course:  we see, every now and then, the Opposition accuses our present Labor 

Government of using the facilities and finances of the various information 

departments to push their own barrow.  I think government has to be very careful of 

that, and I certainly wasn’t going to be caught with that one. 

Yes.  Well, when you say that you were under constant attack, coming in for a lot 
of flak and making enemies everywhere, your circumstances would have been 
completely untenable, I suppose. 

Oh, yes.   

You say several times in your book, and in the extensive interview you recently 
did with Mike Walsh from Flinders University, that you were given an almost 
impossible task:  that the Film Corp only just survived, but at great cost to those 
who slaved there.  At one point I think you even used the word ‘exploited’.  How 
so? 

Well, I believe that I was appointed because I was mad enough to take on an 

impossible task.  One of the things that we did, about the third year in, was that there 

was a very experienced and interesting British producer who had been brought out 

by the Film School and he was doing a tour around Australia to talk in various 

places on filmmaking.  And we were so impressed with this guy and the experience 

that he had, that we asked the Film School if he could stay and spend just a week 

going through the Film Corporation to see whether we were doing the right thing.  

He had a look around and he talked to everybody on the staff, saw the financials – 



 

we opened our entire records to him.  And he came back to us and he said, ‘You’ve 

been asked to do an impossible thing.’  He said, ‘You just can’t set up an industry 

with this sort of lack of support, financial support.’  He said, ‘It’s just not possible.’  

And he was right.  We only did it because we really all sacrificed ourselves. 

And presumably wearing all the different hats you were working on quite a lot of 
fronts all at once, and that’s when you say it only worked because of the sort of 
enslavement that you and other dedicated people –  

Oh, a lot of the other people, too. 

– put yourselves through.  Yes.  So, in retrospect, things might have been done 
quite differently, or was it all to do with funding? 

It was very much all to do with funding.  I mean, I remember the very first thing that 

happened to me - one of the first people I talked to after being appointed - was  the 

Head of Treasury4, because Don after all was Treasurer, and the head of his 

Treasury Department, who turned out to be somebody out of a British comedy.  And 

he said, ‘You know you can borrow all that money, and you can pay it back.’   

I said, ‘Well, you realise that making films is a very expensive process and it’s a 

high-risk process and only a few films actually succeed financially – – –.’   

‘Oh,’ he says, ‘I see old films on my television every night.  You must be able to 

make money.’  (laughter)  I mean, it was just hopeless.  And he was typical of the 

various people and the various heads of departments, who were so – well, quite 

rightly – suspicious of our ability to do this, and it was only by sheer good fortune, 

really, in many ways – and hard work by committed creative people – that our first 

film was a great success and that we made a lot of films that were very successful.  

But had we not been, I think it would have been history. 

You think the whole thing might have just –  

Oh, yes. 

– sort of gone down the gurgler as it were. 

Oh, yes. 

Well, I was going to say, given the constraints you worked under, how was it that 
the Film Corporation made such wonderful and successful films in its first years.  
And I wanted to know really what was the leap that took the SAFC from an 
organisation engaged with government departments and libraries and so on - and 
sure, 500 film scripts came in for you to look at - but it was a big leap to embark 

                                                 
4    Mr. Ted Carey 



 

on the making of those first three highly-successful films:  just for the record, 
Sunday Too Far Away in ’74, Picnic at Hanging Rock in ’75 and Storm Boy in ’76, 
all of which were –  

Became very successful. 

– very successful, and all under your leadership.  What was that leap, where did 
that leap of faith, if you like, come from? 

Well, I don’t know.  It was an awful time.  (laughs)  I mean, I find it very difficult 

doing this interview, because I’ve spent the last few days thinking back over this 

period and it’s been very painful.  It was a period of terrible, terrible stress, from 

which I’ve never recovered, and I wasn’t the only one.  Head of Production, John 

Morris, in the process went blind; he lost his retina and was in hospital, totally blind 

at one stage. When I was supposed to go to Cannes with Sunday Too Far Away, I 

had to stay back because he was to take over for me and he suddenly was in 

hospital, blind.  And I’m sure stress had a lot to do with that.  And, in fact, when he 

inherited the job, about – oh, only about a year after he’d been there - he rang me up 

one day and he said, ‘I know how you felt when you resigned,’ he said, ‘I feel the 

same way.’  The stresses were just unbelievable.   

Well, with no government backing, scrimping – sort of it seems like you were 
borrowing from Peter to pay Paul, managing this whole sort of new industry.  Did 
you have to send your rushes off to the Eastern States, by the way? 

Yes – oh, yes. 

So there was no film lab ever established here. 

Well, there was – only a small one, it did 16 mm colour for television. 

Oh, okay, okay.  Nothing in 35 [mm]? 

We did think about establishing a film laboratory, but we didn’t think we had the 

turnover of stuff to justify it. Before the setting up of the SAFC, Don had 

discussions with a commercial processing plant in Japan, (Fuji), to see if they were 

interested in placing a laboratory in Adelaide.  He got me to follow this up when I 

visited Japan in 1973, but the oil shock had struck and they were not interested in 

expanding. 

Yes.  So in 1976 you resigned? 

Yes. 

Sheer exhaustion? 



 

Yes – and disillusionment, to a degree, because I had a very bad treatment from the 

industry about Sunday Too Far Away, into which I inserted myself to save it, 

because when it was first completed as a cut we couldn’t get a distributor and it 

looked as though it was going to be a total failure.  Ken Hannam, the Australian 

director we had flown out from London, deserted the project.  It was only when we 

turned around and did a really massive re-cut – which I had to supervise and take the 

responsibility for – that it turned out to be such a successful film.  And the way I 

was treated by the industry for having done that, and being the first producer in 

Australia to do it – (now it happens all the time) – did disillusion me about the sort 

of people I was dealing with. 

And these were the people that you had considered to be your chums, your 
colleagues, your friends? 

That’s right. 

So your disillusionment was not just SAFC and South Australia, it was the 
industry in general. 

That’s right.  Yes.   

Right.  And, just briefly, before we finish, how do you look back on that time now, 
that period in the ’70s when you were here? 

I don’t know how I look back on it.  I look back on it as a period of torture, I 

suppose. 

Yes.  Gave you a lot of anxiety. 

That I was able to survive, it was amazing that I was able to survive.  But I feel that, 

as far as my creative life was concerned, I died at the end of that period. I kept on 

making films but never with the same passion or the same feeling.  It had a 

disastrous effect on me.   

But what a wonderful legacy. 

Well, legacies aren’t much fun for the legatee.  (laughs) 

Perhaps not.  Well, thank you very much indeed. 

Thank you. 

Is there anything you’d like to add? 

About a thousand things, but we haven’t got time.  (laughs)  

All right.  Thank you. 



 

I’ve booked us in for lunch. 

Okay.  Thank you very much.  

END OF INTERVIEW  


	This is Felicity Morgan interviewing Mr Gil Brealey AO about his time in South Australia during the 1970s as the Founding Director/Chairman of the South Australian Film Corporation, established under the Premiership of Don Dunstan.  This interview is ...
	Good morning, Gil, and thank you very much for being willing to do this interview.
	Good morning.
	I’d like to start, if I may, by asking you where you were working at the time you first heard about the establishment of the SAFC in 1972 and the circumstances of you being interviewed for the position as its first Director.

	Yes.  Well, I was working for the Commonwealth Film Unit at the time, what came to be known as Film Australia, and Phillip Adams had seen the last film I’d made for the ABC, which was on Malta, which he liked; and when he came up with a group of peopl...
	Interestingly enough, the public service was delighted that that was observed, because it appeared in Phillip’s newspaper article, and they thought that was very good because it showed how accurate they were in what they did.
	So Phillip and I got to know each other there.  Then, of course, the Australia Council established a Film Branch and I was one of the appointees to that.
	Oh, right.

	So Phillip and I were very close for a long period of time.  We had our ups and downs.  (laughs)
	Yes, I believe so.

	Yes.
	So hearing about the South Australian Film Corp – how did that come to you?  Was it just the word, the buzz around?

	Actually, no; there was a young woman who was very interested in South Australia, who came from Adelaide, who was also interested in film. She kept on telling me about it whenever she saw me at a show or a party or something:  she’d say, ‘Oh!  it’s co...
	Did you see the position advertised?

	Yes, of course.  I was already told about it.  Phillip was a bit naughty, in that in fact he’d been talking to me about the Corporation well before this stage, and he actually asked me what sort of films could be made; if it was documentaries, how man...
	Right.

	- and [Don] had told him to go away and think again, and so he [Phillip] came back with different results the second time.
	Well, perhaps the feasibility study that was done, in front of us here, is in fact the second one.

	I think so, yes.  Can I, first of all, go over what Phillip Adams would have seen when he arrived there?
	Yes.

	And this is the environment that Don would have been working in as Premier, and would have seen as being a film production industry in Adelaide.  One has to remember that Adelaide actually had a history of filmmaking, and feature filmmaking, that goes...
	Now, when I finally came to Adelaide, after I’d been appointed, I had to look around and see what was there, and this is what Phillip would have found when he came to do his inquiry.  There were about three single-people production companies – they ca...
	Did he?  And you never got together with him?

	He made one tourist film for us.
	But you never absorbed him into the Corporation?

	No, no, no, we couldn’t.  He wouldn’t be absorbed in the Corporation; he wanted to do separate films that we would sponsor. We commissioned him to do a second tourist film, but he deserted the project on the first day of the shoot and left a crew to c...
	Right.

	So that’s what Phillip would have found.  In addition to that, he would have found a number of the small film units – maybe one or two people – in a number of state government departments, making films which were really home movies, so they got no dis...
	You mean departments like Tourism and – – –?

	Roads, and – well, Tourism did get some distribution, but no national distribution.  They weren’t given the money.  I mean, the Tourism Department I felt very sorry for; they really tried hard to make documentaries and travel films, information films....
	So there was a bit of equipment dotted around in government departments, was there?

	Oh, yes, there was.  Not a great deal.  I remember the Police Department had their own; they were the best-equipped; and I had to decide, right from the beginning, which departments would have to put their films through us, because, as is noted in the...
	Yes.

	However, I was sensible enough (laughs) to say, ‘Oh, no, the Police Department has a special need for security and confidentiality and they should keep their production unit.’  (laughs)
	So you kept at arm’s length of the police.

	We kept at arm’s length – in fact, more than that; they embraced us.  They were very nice to us and very helpful, so it was a wise decision.  (laughs)  But all the other departments came in under us.
	So you absorbed these little government film units and their equipment – – –.

	Well, no, we didn’t really get their equipment.  They all hung onto that.  But what we did absorb was their duties to produce these films, and if they wanted to make a film or a department wanted to make a film they had to come through us.
	Right.  And you also took over the film libraries as well, did you?

	Now, that was the worst thing.  When Phillip discussed with me what to do, he came up with the idea that the Corporation would make about ten 10-minute films for state government departments a year; that we would be placed in a small office in the Pre...
	Was Irving Saulwick was on that panel as well?

	No.  .
	Oh, okay.

	No. .
	Yes.  The only reason I’m mentioning Irving Saulwick is because he was the person who was with [the consulting firm] PE, who did this feasibility study.

	I really wasn’t – – –.
	And my understanding was that he was involved in the recruitment.  But anyway, that doesn’t matter.

	No.  I never heard of him.
	Now, I believe you had the [SAFC] Act with you at the interview; is that correct?

	Yes.  It caused a bit of a sensation, actually, because I’d got a copy of the Act, and when they were through with their questions I said, ‘Now I’ve got some questions to ask,’ and I produced the Act out of my case, and they said, ‘Where did you get t...
	Yes.  Just bringing Don Dunstan in here for a minute, do you know what it was that prompted him into wanting South Australia to be involved in the film industry in the first place?

	Well, it was rather interesting.  It was obviously a passion for him, because I had never met him up until this stage, despite what public rumour used to say, and when I did see him, after I had been appointed, I went along to have the sort of sword p...
	Yes, I’ve heard of it before, yes.

	Yes; it’s a very important aspect of looking at the public servants.  And Don was sitting in a chair and bouncing up and down, and I realised that this indicated he was very excited.  And he kept on bouncing up and down on the chair, which was a bit o...
	And, tell me, were all the things that Don said then – Don and Peter Ward said then – were they reflected in the Act that you had already in your possession?

	Oh, it was much broader than the Act.
	The Act was much narrower than their vision, you mean?

	No; the Act was so broad that you could have driven anything through it.
	Oh, I understand, yes.

	There was no restriction on the amount of funding we could get or suggestion of funding at all.  There was no limitation on the variety of films we might want to make or the staff that we could have.  I mean, it was an extraordinarily broad Act.  It w...
	And well-defined.

	Well, more defined, yes.  But this was an extraordinarily broad Act so that, in fact, you could have done anything.  And, as Don once said to me, when I talked to him about cinemas and so forth, because the distribution situation was so difficult, tha...
	So you weren’t in any way restricted to making government films or –

	No.
	– supplying staff and equipment for making other people’s films; you could do anything you liked.

	Do anything you liked.
	Oh, okay, right from the very start.

	Right from the very start.
	And feature films were all part of that.

	Part of that, yes.
	So right from the start, then, were you thinking feature films?

	Of course.  That was why I was there.  (laughs)
	Ah, right.  Okay.

	You see, I started making feature films – well, when I was a child, actually, when I was 20 or 21 I made my first feature films.  But at Film Australia I’d actually twisted the documentary interest there into feature films, and we made a series of fil...
	Through Film Australia.

	Yes, Film Australia.
	Yes, yes.  The structure of the SAFC grew considerably, of course.  Tell me about it – you started off in some crummy little premises somewhere?

	Well, they weren’t crummy.  It was an ordinary block of offices, but totally vacated; that had been left by another department.
	I remember you saying in your book about the phone hanging out of the wall.

	Hanging out of the wall, yes; and a lot of dust – very dusty chairs and old desks spread over about four or five offices.  It was .....
	In the city?

	It was not far from the area that we finally settled, but we only lasted there for a very short time and then Don offered us the top floor of the National Bank, that had been vacated by the Bank and sold to the government, and they restored the top fl...
	Yes.  That sounds pretty good.  And then you stayed that whole time there, did you?

	No, we didn’t.  I said when I saw it, I thought, ‘We’ve got to be careful here.’  There were only four offices, and I said, ‘This will do us for two years, at the most.’  And within six months we had an additional office round the corner, and we’d tak...
	It grew and grew like Topsy.

	Grew very quickly.
	And also your staffing levels:  now, you started as a one-person show –

	That’s right.
	– for a short period of time, presumably.  And then what were your priorities?  Did you recruit producers first, or – – –?

	Well, actually, what we advertised for was a production coordinator, which I thought was probably all I’d need at this early stage, and Matt Carroll applied for that, and I’d given Matt Carroll a job as a student at Film Australia and at the Interim F...
	Penny Chapman also worked – – –.

	Later, yes.
	Oh, that was later, okay.

	Yes, much later.  Yes, well, I sort of got her out of the public service when I was working on the Interim Training Scheme for the Film School, and she came along to help with assessments - Matt Carroll being one of the people who was assessed there -...
	And then you had John Morris, of course, as head of production at some point.  He came – – –.

	Well, yes.  That was some time afterwards, I mean that was about 12 months after we’d started.  It became quite obvious that the scale of the process became bigger and bigger very quickly.  Don was aware of it, but I don’t think the rest of the govern...
	Whoa!  Really?  Really?

	Part-time people, yes.
	Yes – goodness me!  I hadn’t realised it was so – – –.

	Well, I mean we had two features running more or less concurrently; two television series; all the documentaries.  I mean, that was a lot of people.
	Yes, yes.  Now, you were also appointed as Chair, Chairman of the Board.  I wonder, firstly, did the board change a lot over your period of time?

	No, it didn’t change at all, unfortunately.
	Who were they, the board members?

	Well, this was one of the big disasters, although – I don’t know who worked this out, but it was rather clever and I always suspect it might have been Phillip [Adams], but it was the sort of crafty thing that he did very well.  By appointing me as Dir...
	Can you tell me who they were?

	Yes.  There was Eric Williams, who set up a quite big film club, which showed international movies and ran the film festival at that stage.  There was a film festival then, by the way, and people forget that there was an Adelaide Film Festival way bac...
	Which indeed you did.

	– which we did, he insisted that one of the appointments to the board should be a senior person in education.
	Which is sort of fair?

	Fair enough.
	Yes.

	Except that neither of them had any experience of making films and didn’t really know anything about film production whatsoever. This made it very difficult, because it placed me entirely on my own; whenever I made a decision I knew that I wasn’t goin...
	Yes, I was going to ask you if that simplified your work or if it complicated it.

	Well, no; it made it very easy, because I became sort of a dictator, really.  They used to call me ‘Chairman Gil’ (after Chairman Mao!).  And I did become a dictator, because I’d now gone through a series of different production areas and I thought I ...
	Just as a little side issue, just before I came I established a little restaurant in Sydney called The Elegant Sufficiency, where all us filmmakers got together and put in $150 each and we completely restored an old butcher shop right in the middle of...
	Yes.  Yes.

	One thing I should mention – you mentioned before about the libraries.
	Yes.

	Now, that was – I suspect this was a Phillip Adams idea, because he thought if you were only going to do these few documentaries there had to be more to do, so he decided to stick the libraries under the Film Corporation as well.  It was a terrible mi...
	Tell me how that worked – – –.

	I’ll tell you why.  The guy that was in charge – a man in his early 30s, a quite ambitious sort of person who’d worked for the navy before in information, had a military background – had been appointed as head of their media department at the Educatio...
	You would have had to have appointed a librarian/cataloguer-type person –

	No, they were all there.
	– almost immediately.

	No, they were all there.
	So you took that person.

	No, he remained with the Education Department.  We took over a very, very antiquated staff who had lived in a rather dreadful tin shed, again right down on the south end of Adelaide, and put them into a beautiful new office with carpets and everything...
	So you actually physically took the film stock and the staff –

	Everything.
	– and relocated them.  I understand.  There were two libraries, were there not:  one with the Education Department –

	Well, they were really – – –.
	– and one somewhere else?

	They were the same library, really; they just had different lists.  The films were all in the same racks.
	Ah, right – so you just sort of put them all together.

	Yes, and I insisted on painting all the cans silver with a black tick on them to make sure that it was known to be South Australian Film Corporation.  It was one of my idiosyncrasies.
	In your book of biographical tales, Final Cut, you say you got to know Don Dunstan quite well.  Could you tell me about him in a professional sense, as your immediate boss – I believe because the Film Corporation was a statutory authority and therefor...

	A very good question.  (I hate it when people say that.)  It was the first introduction to what was actually going to go on at the Film Corporation, as far as the public service was concerned, because I was installed in this office with a telephone ha...
	Ah, really?  Do you remember his name?

	Yes.  John Ellson.  And he joined our staff and he had a car.  Now, that car was given to me and, as I was in this building, I thought I’d better get a parking spot for it, so I actually paid for a parking spot for a month.  So the Secretary of the Pr...
	Okay.  Well, now, tell me about Don and his, if you like, his authority over you, being the person to whom you answered.

	Well, he was always, generally, sympathetic.  There was only one time when we fell out.  No; there were two times, twice.
	One was about the middle of the second year, I’d say it was, and somebody from one of the film magazines came across and interviewed me, and I was quite frank about the problem of financing and that, in fact, I had foolishly – and I say foolishly – sa...
	Yes.  Can we come to that in a minute?

	- and then we did have quite a strong disagreement at that stage, a disagreement which – – –.
	So Peter Ward actually went as an intermediary –

	Yes.
	– and assisted you –

	Yes, he did.
	– to get back into Don’s good books, as it were.

	Yes.  That’s right, yes.
	How often did you meet with Don as a general rule?

	It was supposed to be once a month, you see, we were supposed to have a monthly meeting.  And we sent our minutes from our meetings – which were very detailed, because there was so little supervision over us that I made sure those minutes were very, v...
	Right.  Do you think he [the Secretary] read them and understood what was being resolved at your board meetings?

	I think they had absolutely no idea of what was going on.  Well, I mean, it was expanding at a rate that the public service would have found, if they’d really known it, would have had a fit.  Don knew what was happening, but he didn’t know the extent ...
	Was that a bit of nervousness on your part; that you thought he might sort of go into shock, horror and – – –?

	No, no, no, no.  I think I would wait until he asked to see them, you see.
	And he never did?

	Never did.  (laughs)
	Isn’t that interesting.

	Oh, well, he gave me an incredibly long lead to play – to hang myself.  No, he was very keen that I get carried away.  I mean, he’d appointed me because I was more than a little mad.  I mean, that’s the point.  You needed a madman to go and do that jo...
	Yes.  So you and your two board members, Max Bone and Eric Williams, made the decisions in a board capacity –

	Sure.
	– and then you went and talked over points that you thought might be tricky with the government; is that how it worked?

	Oh, no, no, no.  We’d go along.  There’d never been a tricky point, there’d always been just a report of what we were doing.
	What about finances?  Let’s move on to the dreaded finances.

	Oh, the finances were interesting because within – we were given $30,000 to establish a film industry.  (laughs)
	Absurd.

	And that was the first amount that I was given, that was all I was given, $30,000.  Well, I mean, I was on $13,000 myself and I had a secretary; that took it to 20 [thousand].
	Oh, that was including salaries, was it?

	Oh, yes; everything.
	Not rental – please don’t tell me rental.

	Yes.  Yes.  When we moved into the new building, into the restored building –
	The one at the top of the bank.

	– the top of the bank, they charged us $9,000 a year rent.
	Whoo – that was a lot of money in those days.

	It wasn’t as bad as in Tasmania, where it was $40,000.  But yes, $9,000 was a lot of money then.  But anyway, what else?
	I was asking you about the finances –

	Oh, the finances, yes. The Government also paid the costs of running the libraries. The individual state [government] departments also paid for the production of the films that they commissioned and we charged a supervision fee of 20% to cover our cos...
	– because you grew, but you had this terrible restraint of funding.

	How did we do it, yes.  Funding, yes.  Of course, we were given the capacity to borrow at government rates, first $400,000 a year, but we had to pay the interest on that, which was four per cent when we started. But under Whitlam, of course, interest ...
	Well, you had to pay the interest on it.

	We had to pay the whole thing.  Eventually, that was what we were supposed to do.
	They were loans.

	They were loans.
	They were government loans.

	Well, they were loans from banks.  We had to go along to the bank and persuade them to lend us – well, about $100,000, $300,000.  It was actually out of bank funds, and it was put into a banking account and we had to account for the expenditure on it ...
	You had to buy film stock and equipment and all sorts of things.

	Yes.  Well, we made sure that we didn’t buy equipment much; we’d try to rent it where we could.   And Jill came in and said ‘Look, this is impossible,’ she said.  ‘Within three years, all we’ll need is a letterbox where they can put the bills in, beca...
	So I said, ‘Well, I’ll just have to go and see Don.’  So I went up and I got an appointment almost immediately.  He saw me very readily whenever I had a problem, I must say.  I said, ‘Look, you know, we can’t just exist on this sort of money.’
	He said, ‘Well, how much do you need?’
	I said, ‘Well, we need at least $100,000 a year to get us started, at least $100,000, as well as the interest funding.’
	He said, ‘Oh, well, I can probably give you that.’  And I think he probably, as Treasurer/Premier, had the right to invest about that amount of money without the government’s approval.  And so we got $100,000 a year.  But that’s all we ever got from t...
	And that was a grant, was it, from the government?

	That was a grant, yes.
	That must have been a bit of a relief.

	Yes.  I went back to the office, and Jill was absolutely trembling with fear.  She said, ‘I thought you’d go up there and he’d close the whole place down.’  I said, ‘No; I got $100,000.’  (laughs)  She was very pleased.  But it wasn’t anywhere near en...
	But then one of the other members of the Cabinet came to see me – if you remember, there was a terrible recession in 1973 –
	Yes.

	– and the first thing that the government departments did was to cancel their films, because we were dependent on funds coming out of the different government departments’ budgets to pay for the films that would be made for them.
	Right, right.

	And the first thing they did was cancel those.
	And did you have quite a queue of those lined up?

	We did, yes, and they were all cancelled.  And then somebody – I can’t remember who it was; it was one of the other members of the Cabinet – came to me and said, ‘Gil, you realise that if you put up to the Cabinet that they give you a certain fund tha...
	Right.

	And supervised them.  And we charged a percentage, like an advertising agency would, so that we had some income from it to cover our costs, because we now had appointed a producer who specifically looked after making documentaries and subcontracting t...
	One nice thing that happened with the Education Department – this is very funny – am I waffling too much?
	No, no, no.  I’ll stop you if you are.

	A marvellous thing happened very soon after we’d become established. The head of the primary education section – not Max …
	Primary education?

	– he was Director of Education, Primary – came to me with his script which he’d written about how inspectors should work in schools.  And he’d written it himself, and he’d been trying to persuade people to produce it.  Would we be interested?  Of cour...
	Is that right?

	‘That’s not how we do inspections any more at all.’  (laughter)  However, it put us on very good terms with the Education Department so that at the end of the financial year, when they had a hundred thousand dollars they didn’t know what to do with, t...
	Oh, that sounds very good.  That was clever.
	You said Don bounced up and down on his chair when he first met you.

	Yes.
	Did he continue to bounce up and down, figuratively?

	No.  Generally, he sat there very quietly and just listened to what we were saying and didn’t really make any comments about it at all.  He just absorbed what we told him.  He really had given us an enormous freedom to do what we could.  And, of cours...
	One of the things that was interesting was that – I was appointed in October ’72, and about April or so in ’73 we had completed our first documentary.  In fact, in this case I did use an interstate person to make a film on the Murray River, which was ...
	I read about that in your book.

	– Shed Tears for The River.  Wonderful film, by a person that I again knew – they used to accuse me of using my friends; well, all the people I knew who were good at making films were my friends – and David Corke, he made it for us, and I supervised p...
	They had commissioned it, had they?

	They had commissioned it, yes, and were paying for it.  We had this screening lined up in about April/May the following year, and I’m sitting in my office waiting for them to arrive and in comes Peter Ward.  And I said, ‘Oh, you’re here for the screen...
	Duration about 50 minutes or something?

	Yes, with commercial breaks and everything, as a commercial film.  And it did very well.  Peter went off, very pleased with the result.  I found out afterwards that the reason he was there was because he’d been sent down by Don to find out when we wer...
	Like ‘when are you going to do something?’

	Yes, when are we going to do something.  Here it was, only about five months after I’d been appointed, and they expected films to be falling off the racks.  They had no idea of the work that was involved.
	And the complexity and all the rest of it.

	Yes.  And the fact that I was setting up – I wasn’t setting up just making films; I was setting up an industry.  That was always my intention, right from the beginning.
	You were indeed wearing a lot of hats.  Not only were you doing the whole libraries thing and reintegrating that, you were hiring staff, getting equipment together – yes, the whole – – –.

	Assessing scripts.
	Assessing scripts.

	We had 400 feature scripts submitted for assessment in the second year.
	Did you?  Did you put out a general call?

	No.  They all just came.  (laughs)
	Really?

	Like seagulls.
	Yes, and having to not only select feature scripts, but you were also interacting with government departments –

	All government departments, that’s right.
	– about what might be done for X Department and so on.

	And working out scripting for that, because we supervised the scripting on all the departmental films, and then supervised them right through, so that in fact we saw the rushes, we saw the fine cuts and the final film.  Sometimes ordered complete resh...
	You were wearing a myriad of different hats.

	Yes.  And the worst one, of course, was the political one, because we were constantly being attacked in the House.
	Yes.  I was going to come to that.  Can we just hold that for a second?

	Sure.
	Because I want to ask you what you felt about Adelaide when you first arrived, South Australia and Adelaide.  What were your initial reactions?

	My initial reaction was that it was a wonderful place to be.  I really loved Adelaide when I first arrived there, and it wasn’t until after about six months I started to realise that I was on the wrong batting team as far as the people who were going ...
	Tell me about those attacks.  They were in the press and in Parliament?

	Oh, yes – in Parliament, yes.  It was almost a daily basis. We had appointed a Deputy Director, Stuart Jay, previously a top commonwealth public servant. One of his jobs was to prepare the answers to parliamentary questions. It was almost full time fo...
	What kind of attacks were there – – –?

	Well, I remember one of the major ones was that six boxes of 35 mm film had been stolen from the Film Corporation.  ‘Had this been reported to the police?’  This was a question in Parliament.  It turned out, in fact, somebody had put them on the wrong...
	How did the Member of Parliament hear about it, then?

	Well, unfortunately, we had quislings amongst our crew.  One turned out to be a person in an important position, who was feeding everything directly to the Liberal Party.
	Oh!

	Oh yes, it was very dirty, the whole thing.
	So you were getting these adverse questions in Parliament ?

	Constantly.  One Liberal backbencher, Stan Evans, made it his personal hobby.
	Were these questions directed to Don ?

	That’s right.
	– as the minister responsible –

	Yes.
	– in his role as Minister of Arts, I suppose.

	That’s right.  That’s right, yes.
	And he was unable, he said he was unable, to bat them away and defend [you].

	Well, he finally said he couldn’t defend us any more.  He wouldn’t stand up for us in public any more because the more he stood up for us the more we would be attacked.  So that gave me no protection at all.
	Extraordinary state of affairs.

	It was, it was dreadful.  Well, it was time to go.
	Yes.  Yes.  And that, other than the first six months when you said you found Adelaide a really pleasant place, when these political undertows became apparent did you see them everywhere?  I mean, the press also sort of stood up and were your enemies ...

	Oh, yes.  Adelaide Advertiser decided to try and destroy the Corporation, because they were out to destroy Don.  And so for the same reason they did this.  And the general attack on us was that we were bringing in outsiders when it was taxpayers’ mone...
	There wasn’t anyone?

	And I had enough difficulty getting people to go there [to South Australia], let alone use the local people for everything.  We spent a lot of time and trouble training younger people.  I went from the Corporation to Flinders University where we were ...
	Yes.  Well, if the state didn’t have the expertise –

	You had to bring them in.
	– you had to bring them in.  Exactly.  Now, can we just move on to Don as an individual, and I believe you knew him fairly well on a personal level.

	Yes.  I became a very good friend of his – better, really, as a friend, because professionally I tried to keep my distance from him.  I always referred to him as ‘Mr Dunstan’ when I was working there; it was never ‘Don’.  He wanted to have a much more...
	And you got to know a number of his friends, went to his house, all that sort of thing?

	Oh, yes.  Oh, yes.
	Was he easy to get on with on a personal level?

	Yes, on a personal level he was extremely easy to get on with.  He was an extraordinarily educated person, of course.  The only problem was – and I say this in the book; it’s a bit cruel of me to say this – he tended to only ever want to talk about wh...
	With all the new legislation and innovation that he was bringing into the state.

	One of the things I realised was happening – and it was made clear to me by the Director of the Festival Centre; I was down there one day arranging something and he said, ‘I’m off now to do [a] television [interview], to be butchered again.’  I said, ...
	Who was that – Anthony Steel?

	Yes.
	Okay.

	And he said, ‘You know what he [Don] is doing, don’t you?’
	And I said, ‘No; what?  I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
	And Anthony said, ‘Well, he’s using us as a front.’  He said, ‘We are being used, because we’re easy targets.  People can see what we’re doing and all the rest of it, and they can understand that the Festival Centre’s in debt or the Film Corporation s...
	Yes.  It’s interesting – yes, very interesting.  From your writings, I’ve picked up two small examples of Don which I think show him in two quite different lights, and in some ways I think they demonstrate the complexities of his character, and I wond...

	Yes.
	Could you tell us what happened when you submitted the idea to Don for a feature film of that story?

	Yes.  It was a really good story and quite a famous trial that had been completely rigged and the poor man was still in gaol at that stage, and we thought that if we could do a film about him it might bring the whole thing to everybody’s attention tha...
	Did he read most of those treatments?

	Oh, yes.  Yes.
	He did?

	Yes.
	So he was engaged enough to be – – –.

	Oh yes, very much so.
	Right, okay.

	Look, he was very devoted to the whole thing.  It was a passion of his.  He was, after all, a frustrated actor; I mean, that’s really what he should have been.  (laughter)  We won’t get into that. He asked me to direct his performance of Carnival of t...
	Back to the film

	But back to this film, and he came back to me and said, ‘Look, Gil, please do not go ahead with the Aboriginal prisoner project,’ and he told me why:  that, in fact, they were attaching, what I think the Americans call, an “earmark” to an unrelated bill.
	Oh, okay.

	He’d put an earmark into the act whereby this guy could be released.  The act had nothing to do with him, (laughs) but it was going to get him out of gaol.  But he [Don] wanted no publicity about it at all, and it would not even be advertised that it ...
	And there was a film eventually made of it.

	Yes, there was – yes, by one of my protégés from the Flinders Film School.
	What was the title of it?2F

	I can’t remember.  (laughs)
	You can’t remember.

	Yes, but it wasn’t terribly successful
	Okay, okay.  Now, the other little story that I got from your writings is a quite different kettle of fish.  It relates to the proposal put to you by Peter Ward to make a series of short political films for television.  Could you describe what they we...

	Yes.
	Because it was quite important to you, I think.

	Yes, well, I’d made a point of seeing that – (and unfortunately we overdid it by having that guy that turned out to be a Liberal plant) – I always tried to see that our staff wasn’t entirely Labor supporters.  I didn’t actually say that, but I wanted ...
	Indeed.

	So we had a number of people who were supporters of the Opposition in our organisation.  And when these scripts came from Peter Ward – I didn’t see them to start with; they went through the department that were going to look after them – – –.
	And that was your documentary department.

	That’s right.  And immediately they looked at them they felt concerned – and quite rightly it was brought to my attention by the Deputy Director – that, in fact, it looked very like publicity on behalf of the Labor government; that in fact they weren’...
	And what year are we talking about here?

	We’re talking about ’75.
	Right.

	Now, I then took it to the board and they – even though they were both supporters of the Labor Party – said, ‘Yeah, well, it’s dangerous.  This is very dangerous.  We’re in enough trouble with Parliament as it is; this will be really exposed, and Don ...
	And how was it received?

	Well, very badly.
	And this was at this meeting at his house?

	What actually happened was that I was called up and told that he wanted to see me, and Peter Ward also rang and said he wanted to see me, so I went to his office and we were shunted down into his car and taken to Don’s home and put, not on the lounges...
	Did it cause a break in your relationship with Don?

	For a little while, yes.  But he got over it.  He actually had his revenge:  it was very naughty – he appointed me to a small committee after I’d left the Corporation and was working at Flinders University.  He appointed me to a small committee to pro...
	Oh, really.  Really.

	Fortunately Don had a sense of humour.
	I just think that those two examples show a man with, on the one hand, in the case of the Aboriginal man, a deep sense of justice and fairness, and on the other hand a naïve approach to what he did, and also a lack of political judgment, and I wonder ...

	Yes.  Well, I would agree with all of that.  I think it was a lack of political judgment, and Don occasionally lacked political judgment.  I mean, he was finally brought down, really, I think, by making a personal mistake.  I mean, the reason that he ...
	Or they can be channelled through the various government departments.

	Well, that would again be dangerous.  See, the danger was that he was saying, ‘These are the achievements of the Labor Government.’  Now, that’s blatant advertising.  I mean, this sort of thing still goes on with the Federal Government, of course:  we...
	Yes.  Well, when you say that you were under constant attack, coming in for a lot of flak and making enemies everywhere, your circumstances would have been completely untenable, I suppose.

	Oh, yes.
	You say several times in your book, and in the extensive interview you recently did with Mike Walsh from Flinders University, that you were given an almost impossible task:  that the Film Corp only just survived, but at great cost to those who slaved ...

	Well, I believe that I was appointed because I was mad enough to take on an impossible task.  One of the things that we did, about the third year in, was that there was a very experienced and interesting British producer who had been brought out by th...
	And presumably wearing all the different hats you were working on quite a lot of fronts all at once, and that’s when you say it only worked because of the sort of enslavement that you and other dedicated people –

	Oh, a lot of the other people, too.
	– put yourselves through.  Yes.  So, in retrospect, things might have been done quite differently, or was it all to do with funding?

	It was very much all to do with funding.  I mean, I remember the very first thing that happened to me - one of the first people I talked to after being appointed - was  the Head of Treasury3F , because Don after all was Treasurer, and the head of his ...
	I said, ‘Well, you realise that making films is a very expensive process and it’s a high-risk process and only a few films actually succeed financially – – –.’
	‘Oh,’ he says, ‘I see old films on my television every night.  You must be able to make money.’  (laughter)  I mean, it was just hopeless.  And he was typical of the various people and the various heads of departments, who were so – well, quite rightl...
	You think the whole thing might have just –

	Oh, yes.
	– sort of gone down the gurgler as it were.

	Oh, yes.
	Well, I was going to say, given the constraints you worked under, how was it that the Film Corporation made such wonderful and successful films in its first years.  And I wanted to know really what was the leap that took the SAFC from an organisation ...

	Became very successful.
	– very successful, and all under your leadership.  What was that leap, where did that leap of faith, if you like, come from?

	Well, I don’t know.  It was an awful time.  (laughs)  I mean, I find it very difficult doing this interview, because I’ve spent the last few days thinking back over this period and it’s been very painful.  It was a period of terrible, terrible stress,...
	Well, with no government backing, scrimping – sort of it seems like you were borrowing from Peter to pay Paul, managing this whole sort of new industry.  Did you have to send your rushes off to the Eastern States, by the way?

	Yes – oh, yes.
	So there was no film lab ever established here.

	Well, there was – only a small one, it did 16 mm colour for television.
	Oh, okay, okay.  Nothing in 35 [mm]?

	We did think about establishing a film laboratory, but we didn’t think we had the turnover of stuff to justify it. Before the setting up of the SAFC, Don had discussions with a commercial processing plant in Japan, (Fuji), to see if they were interest...
	Yes.  So in 1976 you resigned?

	Yes.
	Sheer exhaustion?

	Yes – and disillusionment, to a degree, because I had a very bad treatment from the industry about Sunday Too Far Away, into which I inserted myself to save it, because when it was first completed as a cut we couldn’t get a distributor and it looked a...
	And these were the people that you had considered to be your chums, your colleagues, your friends?

	That’s right.
	So your disillusionment was not just SAFC and South Australia, it was the industry in general.

	That’s right.  Yes.
	Right.  And, just briefly, before we finish, how do you look back on that time now, that period in the ’70s when you were here?

	I don’t know how I look back on it.  I look back on it as a period of torture, I suppose.
	Yes.  Gave you a lot of anxiety.

	That I was able to survive, it was amazing that I was able to survive.  But I feel that, as far as my creative life was concerned, I died at the end of that period. I kept on making films but never with the same passion or the same feeling.  It had a ...
	But what a wonderful legacy.

	Well, legacies aren’t much fun for the legatee.  (laughs)
	Perhaps not.  Well, thank you very much indeed.

	Thank you.
	Is there anything you’d like to add?

	About a thousand things, but we haven’t got time.  (laughs)
	All right.  Thank you.

	I’ve booked us in for lunch.
	Okay.  Thank you very much.


