
 1 

 

An Addendum to my interview for the Don Dunstan Foundation Oral 
History Project 

Gil Brealey -  February 2012 

Introduction 

I recently saw a television item about the unveiling of the personal reports of the 
STASI in East Germany after 1989. People are now able to read the reports and find 
out who betrayed them. They are discovering that they were often their closest 
friends. The report focused on one gay guy whose career, despite homosexuality 
being legal, had been destroyed. The betrayal by his supposed friends has affected 
him so badly he is unable to lead a normal life, and now lives on a pension. I thought 
his an over-reaction until last week when I was shown a documented version of 
Phillip Adams' interview for the Don Dunstan Foundation on me and the South 
Australian Film Corporation (SAFC). This transcript is available on the web under the 
Don Dunstan Foundation Oral History Project website. I suggest the reader refers to 
it. 

Some years ago my partner, Rod Sangwell, read one of Adams' press articles and 
wrote to him telling him how thoughtful it was. Rod also mentioned me. In writing 
back Phillip asked how his old mate was and said to give me “a big warm hug” from 
him. “I haven't seen him for years but remain as fond of the old thing as ever.” Rod 
thought this a nice gesture, as did I until I read his transcript.  Despite a few clashes, 
I had always been led to believe Phillip was a great and sincere friend. I was deeply 
shocked and offended by what he said. I intend to take some of his comments and 
relate them to the events as I will describe here.  The story behind the South 
Australian Film Corporation requires, and deserves, a full correction. 

Don Dunstan told me that Phillip Adams made two reports to him on the plan to 
create a film industry in South Australia. Adams reported firstly that he did not think it 
was a good idea. “I told him to go and have another think,” Don said. The second 
report, which became the official one, recommended a small documentary film unit 
and, to give such a small Corporation something to do, the transfer of the two film 
libraries to the SAFC. This was a terrible idea that caused constant friction with the 
Education Department's Media Unit.  Adams now insists that the low aims of the 
Corporation Act was a guise to prevent the S.A. Public Service from knowing the true 
intentions of Dunstan to establish a film industry. He (Adams) was particularly angry 
with Don for telling the world that his first report was rejected and continues to claim 
today that his second suggestion, for a small documentary unit, was a ruse to get the 
Act through Parliament. One only has to read the Act to see its much wider 
ambitions. As Don pointed out to me, it allowed for the purchase of properties for a 
studio and even theatres for distribution. To be fair, the Act was very cleverly 
designed to give the Chairman Director enormous powers which I exercised with 
Dunstan's encouragement and enthusiasm. Even in my earliest meetings with senior 
public servants, the ambitious aim of the Premier was clearly understood, and I was 
never asked to indulge in Phillip's supposed deceit. The fact that Dunstan had 
already begun public negotiations with Fuji in Japan for a processing laboratory in 
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Adelaide indicates the extent of his intentions even at an early stage well before the 
Act was designed. You do not try to set up a full processing plant for a few 
documentaries. (Don asked me to pursue this when I visited Japan, but the oil crisis 
had struck and Fuji was not interested in new ventures). 

Now, forty years later, Adams declares he opposed my appointment and that the 
success of the Corporation was due to his brilliant advice.  A pity such a great mind is 
reduced to fantasy!  Let me say this: the scope of the Corporation’s activities was 
driven by Don Dunstan, and my role, as its first Chairman Director, was to make Don 
Dunstan’s vision work. 

Phillip Adams, the South Australian Film Corporation and me 

I first met Phillip in 1971 on the sound stage at Film Australia, or as it was called in 
those far off days, The Commonwealth Film Unit (CFU). He was visiting as part of his 
enquiry into the Australian film industry, or the lack of it.  Phillip had written a glowing 
review of the last documentary I had produced and directed for the ABC an Intertel 
production on Malta, Two Trumpets for St Andrew, so I was pleased to meet him and 
thank him. We seemed to hit it off very well.  

At around the same time there was constant news leaking out that Don Dunstan was 
planning to establish a Film Corporation in South Australia. He already had a 
reputation for doing daring things in the arts field and I hoped he would succeed. 
Phillip Adams was advising him, having carried out the research for Prime Minister 
John Gorton, recommending ways of re-establishing an Australian film industry. 
Phillip spoke to me about it in general terms and I expressed interest. 

When the SAFC Act was taken to the South Australian Parliament, a friend said to 
me that Phillip was concerned about whom he would find to appoint to run the 
Adelaide Corporation. He had heard that I may be offered the position of Director of 
the Film and TV School, and he had no other ideas. It was also general knowledge 
that I was expected to be the head of the SAFC. John Gorton did offer me the job at 
the Film School but I refused. Adams seemed pleased. He began to discuss details 
with me about SAFC, including the salary I would expect. He asked what I was being 
paid at CFU. “$8000” I told him. “Oh we would have to do better than that” he replied. 
He outlined the general shape of the organisation he expected to be set up. It would 
produce half a dozen 35mm documentary films of 10 minutes duration, and he asked 
me how much they might cost. I said about $10,000 each. He said there would be an 
office in the Premier's Department, and the theatrette downstairs could be used for 
rushes and screenings with the only additional cost being the installation of a 35 mm 
projector. No mention was made of television or feature films, but I had heard that 
this was Dunstan's ambition. I already knew that he (Dunstan) was very anxious for 
the planned feature film of the ballet Don Quixote, staring Rudolf Nureyev and Robert 
Helpmann, with music recorded by the (SA) State Symphony Orchestra, to be 
produced in Adelaide. I also knew that production planning had already begun for it 
to be recorded by the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra with the film to be shot in a 
disused hanger at Essendon Airport. They will have to hurry up in Adelaide if they 
want to grab it from Melbourne, I thought.   In one of the first discussions I had later 
with Dunstan I had to tell him that production had already started before the SAFC 
was set up. He was quite annoyed as he had been promised it would be the 
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SAFC's first big production. Fortunately it was not, as it turned out to be a lemon.  But 
it clearly shows that right from the beginning Don wanted more than a mini-CFU 
producing a handful of docos, and he had stated this publicly.  

The job of Chairman Director of the SAFC was advertised and I applied for the 
position.  I had left the CFU in March 1972 and taken a temporary position at 
Macquarie University, and then at the Interim Film School to design their course. 
Funding for Federal Government films had been cut because of the recession, and 
there was really no work at the CFU so I took the temporary positions. 

Adams rang me and asked me to have several of my films sent across to Adelaide 
for Don to see. The CFU obliged. I do not know if other applicants were given this 
opportunity. A number of my productions for the CFU had been entered in the 1971 
AFI Awards. We won the top prize in every section entered, with feature winner 
Michael, directed by Peter Weir, his first feature, winning best overall film. It was the 
same sort of clean sweep we were to have again in 1975 for the SAFC.  I rang Phillip 
to see how the screening went. He reported that they had not had time to see all the 
films but they seemed impressed. 

I fronted up in Adelaide for the interview. I had taken the trouble to purchase a copy 
of the Act setting up the Corporation and studied it carefully. I was interviewed by a 
panel of three: Len Amadio, Director of the Department of Arts, Bill Voysey, Special 
Projects for the Premier's Department and Phillip Adams.  After fairly superficial 
questioning I just happened to mention that I had organised a film co-operative 
restaurant in Sydney called “The Elegant Sufficiency” (joke). This particularly 
interested Amadio who asked how many filmies were involved. I told him “37”. He 
thought it was amazingly clever and revealed a strong organising ability! Restaurants 
were becoming a big issue for the SA Government and for Don in particular. I did not 
realise the consequences at the time. 

I then produced the copy of the Act. This caused some consternation. Len wanted to 
know how I had got hold of it, suspecting, perhaps, a conspiracy behind the scenes. I 
told him that anyone could buy it on order at the Government printers - which I had 
done. Apparently none of the other applicants had. It caused a bit of embarrassment 
as the panel did not have a copy themselves, and when I asked questions they had 
to ask me to let them share my copy!  My main question was: “How is this to be 
funded?” Voysey said the state would provide all necessary funding. The capability of 
approved Government agencies to borrow up to $400.000 (later $700,000) a year at 
government rates was mentioned. Obviously this was going to be a big venture. I 
asked what sort of films were to be produced and was told the scene was open. 
There was no suggestion of any secrecy about this. After being asked “What was my 
best quality?” I was asked the usual next question, “What is your worst?” This had 
become such a cliché that I had already decided what I would say when asked. You 
were also expected to be a bit shocked and embarrassed. I played that and said, “I 
give everything I've got to a project, but if I feel I am being dudded or exploited, I 
leave. I think it is best that way. There is no point in staying if you or your employer 
have lost confidence.” They seemed happy with this reply. 

I waited two weeks and rang Phillip. “You shitted it in.” he said. I replied that I had not 
rung to question the reception of my performance but rather to know how long it 
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would be before a decision was made, as I had to give my present employer notice if 
I was offered the job. He said things would be settled very soon. I received a call 
from Voysey to come to Adelaide for discussion. I had to haggle over the salary but 
we settled on $13,000 and a car. I was then taken in to meet Don Dunstan for the 
first time. He was so excited by the development that he kept bouncing up and down 
in his chair. Peter Ward (known to the staff as the Crown Prince) sat next to him 
wearing his sun-glasses, something one had to get used to. Don conferred on me the 
mantel and conveyed, very clearly, his strong ambition for a film industry in Adelaide, 
“Not tomorrow!” laughter, “Yesterday!” I had no further discussions with Adams and I 
was never warned to treat the matter with any secrecy. 

After only a couple of months the Australian Federal Election was held and, against 
the odds, Whitlam won. I remember watching on TV the announcement with both 
pleasure and pain. I had not expected him to win for another term. We knew he had 
further plans for the film industry including the closing of the Australian Film 
Development Corporation (AFDC) and the establishment of a more professional 
funding body to be known as the Australian Film Commission (AFC). I had my eye on 
that organisation, and had planned that after some success in Adelaide I would be in 
a good position to land the CEO job there, and so moulding the whole film future of 
Australia. Now it had come too soon.  Whitlam was in government three years too 
early.   

Then the phone, hanging out of the wall in the large but scruffy office I had been 
dumped in, (not in the Premier's Department) rang. It was Richard Mason, my old 
boss at CFU and an active Labor supporter. He told me that the new Labor Minister 
for the Media, Senator Doug McClelland, was coming to see me in Adelaide, and 
Dick thought he was going to offer me the top job at the AFC. How could this be 
possible? Then the phone rang again. It was Phillip Adams, who always had to let 
you know that he was in the know. “McClelland's coming down to Adelaide to offer 
you the AFC job.”  Perhaps it was true, and I said “I've only been here a couple of 
months. I can't desert Don after what he is trying to do here.”  Phillip replied “Oh we 
can get somebody else to run the SAFC. This is too great an opportunity. You have 
to take it. With you running the AFC and me running the Film Board at the Arts 
Council [the forerunner of The Australia Council] we could do great things.” 

I was somewhat shattered at his cavalier dismissal of the SAFC. So much for his 
loyalty there, I thought. I was next called by the Minister's secretary. Could I meet the 
Minister at a rather modest motel on South Terrace? Senator McClelland turned out 
to be a very pleasant Aussie bloke. He had a Sydney film producer with him who 
smiled broadly throughout the interview but said nothing. The Minister outlined his 
plan to set up the new film funding body and asked if I would accept his offer to 
become its Commissioner. I pointed out that I had only just taken up the position in 
South Australia and could hardly desert my post so early. “What's Don paying you?” 
he asked. “Thirteen thousand.” I replied. “I can offer you Seventeen,” he said.  I 
asked for a couple of weeks to respond, giving me the opportunity to discuss the 
matter with Don. I said I would report back within that time. He accepted this and 
probably respected my need to discuss the situation with such a new employer. I left 
somewhat staggered that one Labor politician could try and outbid another Labor 
politician with $4,000! 
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I did discuss the matter with Don who responded with disappointment. Yes, it would 
cause him considerable political embarrassment, especially as a newly appointed 
Director of the Drama Company had left after only two months complaining that the 
funding was just not there. He (the Director) had declared this in a letter to the 
Advertiser. Don apparently had words with Whitlam when Dunstan had asked the 
new Government to stop raiding his staff. I spoke with McClelland in Sydney and said 
the most I could accept would be a part-time position as I could not desert Don. This 
was, of course, not satisfactory. It was many months before they found a suitable guy 
for the job, which delayed the establishment of the AFC for some time.  

Phillip only rang me again after about three months to ask why so little was 
happening. I saw my task, as dictated by Dunstan, to be the establishment of an 
industry. I was working ten to twelve hours a day seven days a week. Films were in 
the pipeline and would take weeks to deliver. We were in the business of producing 
world standard films, not home movies. I was employing staff, renovating a sound 
stage, establishing a sound mixing suite and re-housing the film libraries. Apparently 
they really did expect it all to happen overnight!   Obtaining money to sufficiently fund 
the SAFC was always a struggle right from the start, but things seemed to go from 
bad to terrible within about six months as the Corporation grew and expanded.  I had 
just had a ghastly interview with the dithering old Head of Treasury, who believed we 
would make lots of money because he saw old movies every night on the telly. He 
said he would be happy if we could pay the interest on our loans. There was 
obviously no secret from him about future feature plans! But also there was no 
understanding from him of the huge frightening task ahead. 

Phillip had nothing more to do with the SAFC, but I had a good deal to do with him 
over the next two years, as he appointed me to the Board of the newly-created Film 
Board of The Australia Council. Phillip was Chairman, the members elected me as 
Deputy Chair. We had our difficult times there, but that is another story.  

After about a year at the SAFC I received a call from Adams asking me to come over 
to Melbourne and have a chat. He asked if I would be prepared to leave the SAFC 
and go to Victoria to set up a commercial film company being founded by a leading 
business operator who had just sold a major asset and placed his future in Adams' 
hands. Phillip had suggested he invest in a new commercial film company and he 
was looking for someone to run it.  “You've done enough for South Australia, why not 
come back to Melbourne?”  Once again his loyalty to Dunstan was in question. “By 
the way, if any of this gets out I will deny it,” he added. I had only really begun our 
major work, the feature film Sunday Too Far Away, and I was certainly not going to 
move at this stage. Adams made a similar invitation some time later but I declined 
again. I arranged a special screening of Sunday for Phillip at the State Film Centre in 
Melbourne. He was generous in his admiration of it. “This will kill all that political 
trouble you are having over there.”  How wrong he was!  If anything, its success 
made us a real, serious target and the attacks became even worse. “This film will 
establish your place in the history of the Australian film industry,” was a statement he 
is probably trying to retract today. 

Post Script 
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In 1993 I was asked by the SAFC to return to direct the Corporation on a three month 
contract. Valerie Hardy, the previous Director, had left in a hurry and I was 
commissioned to find a new CEO. 

I approached a number of producers that I thought may be suitable. Each of them 
gave independent referees. One nominated Phillip Adams. I rang Phillip and asked 
for his opinion of the applicant. He was not particularly supportive. I asked him if he 
had any suggestions for others that I should contact. “What about Gil Brealey?” he 
said. I told him that the Minister's secretary had already approached me and I had 
declined. I had told her that I was reaching retirement age and they, the Corporation, 
needed someone much younger for the permanent position. The Labor Government 
had also just changed the SAFC Act, excluding in-house production, so I felt it would 
be a rather boring job. It is interesting that even in 1993 Phillip regarded me as a 
suitable Director. 

Specific quotes from Phillip Adam’s transcript of interview for the Don Dunstan 
Foundation Oral History Project, with my responses.  (NB. My name is 
misspelled in the transcript and reproduced here verbatim.) 

• “So we started interviewing people for the top job because we 
said, 'That's where it will start.' And I had always had it in mind 
that Gil Brearley would do the job but between the time I had 
come to the view that the interview process would almost 
certainly lead to Gil Brearley I'd had a major falling out with 
Brearley or, rather - Brearley didn't know this to any great 
extent - I'd come to the view that he would be a disaster.” 

If Adams thought me such a bad candidate why did he urge me just a short time later 
to desert Dunstan and take the AFC job, an infinitely more responsible and 
demanding task? Why did he ask me to work in Melbourne later on three separate 
occasions? Apparently only a friend of his, or someone he got on with, could be 
appointed. Additionally one wonders what he means by 'falling out' with someone 
who does not know he has fallen out with him. Surely, as with any argument, it takes 
both sides to be aware of what is going on. We did have a major clash, but that was 
some two years later. Adams tries to recover from this confession by going on to say: 

• “I’d watched him fail in a couple of Federal jobs by sheer lack of 
tenacity. I'd watched him crumble under pressure and I decided 
he was a flake”. 

Now it appears that he is trying to give some justification for his previous slip. I had 
supposedly failed at earlier times. I would be interested to know what these cases 
were, as I had achieved almost continuous success in everything I had done for 
many years. In the previous AFI Awards all the films I had produced had won their 
sections... a landslide. Adams is just inventing this on the spot to cover the charge 
that he only wanted a friend to be appointed. I challenge him to name the 'couple of 
Federal jobs.'  

•  “…and it was my researcher, myself and I think Peter Ward were 
probably the interview panel.....” 
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Actually the panel was Len Amadio, Bill Voysey and Phillip Adams. Peter Ward did 
not meet me until after I was appointed.  

• “…in a piece of dazzling brilliance Brearley sat down , looked at 
me and said 'I think Phillip, that you doubt my tenacity.’ He'd got 
a whisper from somewhere. ‘I think you doubt I've got the bottle 
for this’”. 

Now, suddenly, it appears I am supposed to know about his displeasure! One starts 
to wonder. I think it is quite the reverse of ‘dazzling brilliance’ to open an interview by 
suggesting the panel is personally biased. This dialogue is a complete invention and 
is in no way my statement. It is not even in the language I use. I still do not know 
what ‘got the bottle’ means. 

• “He won the others over and so Gil gets the job. I was still 
reluctant and reticent”. 

The idea that Len Amadio and Bill Voysey, both gentle and reasonable souls, could 
over-rule Phillip Adams is laughable. If Adams really had changed his mind and 
thought my appointment would be a disaster, then why was my application 
accepted? If Phillip could show that I had failed in a number of jobs, why would Len 
Amadio and Bill Voysey not be influenced? If the case was so clear against me why 
was I even interviewed? 

• “….in the door came various wanabe people, none of whom were 
conceivable for the job...” 

If Phillip was convinced that I was unsuitable, why had he not found an alternative 
and persuaded the person to apply?  If he felt he was so important in finding 
someone for the job ‘that's where it will all start’, had he completely failed in what he 
saw as his specific task? The truth of the matter is that Adams is placing the future in 
the past. Because I left the job after three and a half years, he feels that he wants to 
protect himself from the accusation that he had appointed a person who would not 
last the distance. My decision to leave was based on a number of good reasons: the 
reorganisation of the Board that I had recommended; my conflict with Dunstan about 
his desire, in the SAFC Board's opinion, to misuse government funds; and the 
constant attacks from the press and Parliament which were often concentrated on 
me, and which I elaborate on in my interview. My departure from what had become a 
nightmare relieved the Corporation of many of its problems. I also believed that I had 
achieved my aim to found a film Industry in South Australia. Because of my 
reputation, the Tasmanian Government appointed me to found the Tasmanian Film 
Corporation where I served for five years, after which it was sold as a commercial 
enterprise. 

•  “And Gil, however, did accept the principle, the principle being 
that we will have a bit of funding available, that the SAFC, while 
pretending to exist for other purposes, would really get into the 
business bigtime”. 
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All a fantasy. It was the intention right from the beginning that an industry was to be 
developed . Our first major project was a nine-screen film for the Adelaide show. It 
had private sponsorship and 37,000 people paid to see it. Our first major feature was 
publicly known to be in its planning stages right from the early days. I had appointed 
two producers to handle the documentaries and Matt Carroll was production 
supervisor for the feature projects. He was appointed in the first months. None of this 
was covered by any pretence. I was never told to say so and never did. Adams had 
never mentioned such a nonsense to me at any time. 

• “You know you had film makers coming from over there [the Eastern States] 
coming over [to Adelaide]….”. 

Adams names Sunday Too Far Away, Picnic at Hanging Rock and Storm Boy as the 
great feature films which established the renewed Australian film industry. He argues 
they were all introduced from elsewhere as he had advised. Not so: Sunday`and 
Storm Boy were SAFC local productions, produced by our staff with contract crews, 
Adelaide-based if possible. Picnic had been submitted to the AFDC four times and 
refused. SAFC 's Matt Carroll came up with a plan that would make it possible to 
shoot a third of it in South Australia and employ SA technicians, so making it possible 
for the SAFC to finance a third of the budget. Because of the SAFC investment, 
Greater Union, who wanted a film to launch its newly rebuilt cinema complex in 
Adelaide, came in for one third and the AFDC was shamed into completing the 
budget. None of these projects were what Adams claims was his idea of imported 
productions. Apparently, according to him, all I had to do was put out a welcome mat: 
that it was all the doing of Phillip Adams and his invaluable advice; advice we had 
taken and with it he had, unaided, finally really launched the new Australian film 
industry.  

Why is he saying all this forty years later? Certainly there was opposition in the public 
service to Don's ambitions, but nothing like the master game-plan described by 
Adams was ever practised in my time. It is understandable that with the success of 
the Corporation and the imitation by other states of it, Adams wants to gather as 
much of the credit as he can. Phillip produced a number of films, but apart from 
Bazza 1 & 2, which were very much to the credit of Barry Humphries, few of them 
made their mark.  

Conclusion 

Adams is undoubtedly one of the most intelligent and politically aware people with 
whom I have ever worked; a strong man with humanitarian and democratic ideals. He 
is undoubtedly a major force behind the Australian film revival. Unfortunately he is 
driven by a huge ego and insists on being seen as the motivator of everything he 
values. He loves to adopt people and create their careers for them, taking credit for 
everything they do because they are wise enough to obey his constant advice. 

Australia owes Phillip Adams a great deal. It is doubtful that Gorton would have acted 
as he did if Adams had not played his very important role in establishing an Australia-
wide industry.  But credit must also be given to Don Dunstan’s part in all this; even if 
the Federal Government had done nothing and Adams had made no contribution, 
Don would have done what he did. That would have led to the other states following 
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suit. The industry would have been re-born anyway..... and it would be Don Dunstan 
who did it.   
 


