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K
okoda is director 
Alister Grierson’s first 
feature film, released na-
tionwide on Anzac day 
2006. ‘it’s the seminal 
Australian story,’ he says 

enthusiastically. ‘it’s so inspirational. it’s 
such an addictive story – you read the 
books, get inspired, do the pilgrimage.’

the film is set around the Kokoda foot 
track in the mountain ranges of Papua 
New Guinea in 1942 during Australia’s 
bitter and bloody battle with the Jap-
anese. it was crucial for the Austral-
ians to stop the Japanese getting 
across the mountain ranges to 
Port Moresby, where they could 
mount an attack on Australia.

kokoda illustrates well the ar-
gument for pumping mon-
ey into the Australian film in-
dustry so we can tell Austral-
ian stories. the preview night 
i went to really brought home 

After yeArs of wAtching AmericAn wAr films, 
And some dAmned good ones too, it’s greAt to 
see An AustrAliAn wAr story on the big screen.

how much Australians want to hear their 
own stories. Before the film started there 
was a buzz in the cinema. during the film 
even the publicist was crying, and after-
wards you could hear people referencing 

the film to stories of their 
own fathers or grand-

fathers who fought in 

THe kokoda miracle: 
an inTerview wiTH direcTor 
alisTer Grierson

by cynthiA kArenA
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Papua New Guinea or elsewhere.

kokoda is the story of a small, inexperi-
enced and ill-equipped platoon of Aus-
tralian soldiers from the 39th battalion, 
who have been sent as a forward patrol 
into the mountain ranges that separate 
the Japanese forces in the north and Port 
Moresby on the south coast. ‘they were a 
bunch of young nobody kids in the wrong 
place and the wrong time,’ says Grierson. 

They were digging inside themselves and 
confronting their inner selves, and doing 
extraordinary things.

The story is based on one of the forward 
patrol that got cut off at Isurava [a small 
village in the mountains]. There were 500 
australians in the 39th battalion and 5,000 
Japanese, who had no idea how many 
[australians] were there. So the austral-
ians gave the illusion that there were more 
by sending standing patrols one kilometre 
out to delay the Japanese attack.

the Japanese troops were well trained 
and heavily armed, and after sustained 
attack the Australians were cut off from 
their supply lines. Alone in the jungle, 
tired and sick with malaria and dysentery, 
they made their way through the harsh 
terrain.

toP left: DIRECTOR 
AlISTER GRIERSON; 
All OThER phOTOS 

fROm KoKoda 
(phOTOS BY JASIN 

BOlAND)

war and mEmory
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war and mEmory

one of the things that struck Grierson 
was just how isolated the men were, and 
this echoes throughout the film. 

There is a repetitive theme of being lost 
in the jungle – groups, individuals or a 
battalion of 500 men. our story is a met-
aphor for a broader concept. In a broad 
sense, the whole Japanese effort was to 
isolate australia by taking Port Moresby.

walk THe Talk

GriersoN first became inspired 
by the Kokoda story after his 
brother came back from walk-

ing the track in Papua New Guinea. While 
there are many books on the Kokoda 
trail, it was basically an untold story in 
feature film.

I’m a bit of a nerd; I read non-fiction rath-
er than fiction. I read a lot of books. I’ve 
read at least twenty books on kokoda. I 
talked to the 39th battalion veterans and 
I walked the track last year. We watched 
war and horror movies for three days, 
looking at how the colour palette, the 
camera and point of view are used. We 

also watched video games; gaming has 
moved into a more sophisticated world. 
It was about how to tell a story in a crea-
tive and inspirational way, rather than tell 
people historically. 

Peter Brune, who wrote Those Ragged 
Bloody Heroes (Allen & Unwin, 1992) 
and a Bastard of a Place (Allen & Unwin, 
2005) became the film’s historical ad-
visor. He met the crew and actors, and 
was ‘a great motivational speaker’.

But with all these facts, how do  you stop 
the film from becoming a documenta-
ry? And why did Grierson decide against 
making a documentary?

My mission isn’t to inform, but to inspire. 
There is always a balance, but this film is 
not a documentary. That was the mon-

key on my back. I’ve succeeded if people 
want to learn more. 

It was never about their [the 39th battal-
ion’s] individual stories, but using them as 
colour. But nothing is untrue in the film. 
The William McInnes character is based 
on a true character’s writings. It’s loosely 
based on real characters like Sam Tem-
pleton, an older guy in his fifties. There’s 
a place called Templeton’s Crossing on 
the kokoda trail. Sam’s sacrifice is based 
on true stories. 

Grierson wanted the veterans of the 39th 
battalion to meet with the actors, cine-
matographer, editor and other crew to in-
fuse the project with a sense of reality, so 
everyone could understand that the sub-
ject matter was not make believe.

We have a duty to represent this story in 
a profound way. It’s an inspirational story, 
but it’s a weight to carry. I was inspired 
by the story itself, and felt we had a re-
sponsibility to go there. It’s a responsibili-
ty you take on.

they were limited by scant financial re-

sources, as is the usual story in Australia. 
Grierson notes that the whole film has the 
budget of one episode of Band of Broth-
ers (david frankel, tom Hanks et al, 2001), 
a critically acclaimed American mini-se-
ries based on the true story of an Army ri-
fle company that parachuted into france 
on d-day. But Grierson knew how to ap-
proach making a film with a lack of money:

I had a great lecturer at film school whose 
mantra was ‘turn vices into virtues’. This 
is the key to creative filmmaking. I went 
to school with them [the producer, cine-
matographer, sound designer, composer 
and editor] and they did their best work 
for our first feature film – it is an excep-
tional achievement. 

We are all first timers, so we had new ideas. 
We took a lot of risks. Physically, we were 

shooting in the jungle for five weeks with 
rain, heat, snakes and spiders.

Creatively, it was important to have our 
own look for a Pacific theatre war mov-
ie. Not the Spielberg saving Private ryan 
(1998) look. The cinematographer shot 
on daylight stock and lit it with tungsten, 
which has not been done before. That 
created cool jungle hues and underscored 
the fear and anxiety.

We didn’t score our battle scenes, like 
war movies normally do. We scored the 
moments in between to let the audience 
deal with their emotions.

THe Grammar oF 
war

coNsideriNG that it usually 
takes at least three to four years 
to get a feature film up, Grierson 

is amazed at how quickly it all happened. 
‘this time last year, there was no script, 
just a director’s statement,’ he says. ‘it’s 
the Kokoda miracle.’

Grierson co-wrote the screenplay with 
John lonie, one of his lecturers at the 
Australian film television and radio 
school. the story of Kokoda was so 
huge that he wasn’t entirely sure how to 
take the essence of the ideas and fuse 
them into a story.

I was a first-time writer and I was a bit 
afraid. It seemed like Everest – how are we 
going to do it? I wanted an expert to work 
with. I got the first draft of ninety pages 
from John. Then I looked at the structure 
and genre, and fused some of his fifteen 
characters into single characters. It has a 
horror grammar, but it’s not a horror movie. 

Grierson gives an example of horror 
grammar: ‘if a person is under threat, 
and we see the point of view of the threat 
as well as the person, this gives the audi-
ence more knowledge than the character, 
therefore there’s tension.’

the creative team deliberately decid-
ed that the script had to be written with 
a small budget in mind. even had he 
gotten more funding, Grierson main-
tains it wouldn’t be a better film, ‘just a 
bit grander and longer’. He’s hoping a 
good response to kokoda will put him in 

it’s about the men. That’s how we get 
to the heart of it. not ‘in 1942 the 
Japanese attacked isurava …’ History 
needs creative people to say what it 
means, not just what happened.
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Baghdad
A B O U T

DIRECTED BY SINAN ANTOON, BASSAM HADDAD,
MAYA MIKDASHI, SUZY SALAMY, ADAM SHAPIRO

AN AWARD-WINNING
DOCUMENTARY BY CANADIAN

FILMMAKER, ERIC SCOTT,
FOCUSING ON AN ISSUE WHICH

HE SEES AS EMBLEMATIC OF THE
WHOLE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN

CONFLICT - THE ISRAELI MILITARY
CHECKPOINTS THAT LINE ISRAEL’S

BORDER AND ARE SCATTERED
THROUGHOUT THE OCCUPIED

TERRITORIES.

The
Other

Zionists

AFGHAN STORIES
R E - R E L E A S E :  N O W  A V A I L A B L E O N D V D  ( a l s o  v i d e o )

Afghanistan has been at war for 24 years. The West's battle against the Taliban is
only the latest of a series of conflicts the Afghans have suffered. Filmmakers Taran
Davies and Walied Osman, an Afghan-American, set out to gain an understanding

of how a generation of war has affected the Afghan people.  58 mins

A  F I L M  B Y  T A R A N  D A V I E S

IRAQ, 
MY COUNTRY

A F I L M B Y H A D I  M A H O O D

Hadi Mahood has been living
in Melbourne, having fled Iraq
in the first Iraq war, a refugee
from Samawa in Iraq’s Shiite

south. Watching the news
broadcasts in Australia about
the war in his country, he has
many unanswered questions

about the war and decides to
return to the city of his birth,

filming his journey and the
many encounters he has

along the way. 52 mins

A JOURNEY INTO IRAQ AFTER
THE AMERICAN INVASION, AS
TOLD BY AN IRAQI REFUGEE
RETURNING TO HIS
HOMELAND AFTER 
10 YEARS IN 
AUSTRALIA.

B E S T   D O C U M E N T A R Y
Big Apple Film Festival  (NY)

O F F I C I A L   S E L E C T I O N
IDFA  (Amsterdam)

ABOUT BAGHDAD pays tribute to
the people of Baghdad as they
struggle to come to terms with
the tragic fate of their beloved
city. In July of 2003, exiled writer
and poet Sinan Antoon returned

to his native Baghdad with a
team of independent

filmmakers, artists and activists to
document the effects that

decades of oppression, war,
sanctions and occupation have

had on his city. 90 mins

"ABOUT BAGHDAD, MANAGES TO
PRESENT A TRUE DIVERSITY OF
OPINION ... EMOTIONALLY AND

INTELLECTUALLY CHALLENGING" 
- The New York Times

A  F I L M  B Y
E R I C S C O T T

Scott’s film is powerful and
beautifully executed. The

women at the heart of the
film are committed and

passionate. Together they
have made a film that

speaks eloquently about the
nature of the conflict and

the psychological effects of
Israel's Occupation, both for
Israeli’s and for Palestinians.

52 mins
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a much stronger position to ask for more 
money for his next project.

It was a real challenge to get support and 
look for funding. We had an incredible re-
sponse from the private sector, but the 
public funding bodies – one was effusive 
and loved it, ‘this story must be made’, 
another said it was boring, it should nev-
er be made, ‘we know the outcome, eve-
ryone knows the end’.

That was a challenge – where were the 
surprises? But it’s about the men. That’s 
the important point. That’s how we get to 
the heart of it. Not ‘In 1942 the Japanese 
attacked Isurava …’ History needs crea-
tive people to say what it means, not just 
what happened. 

courage, endurance, mateship and sac-
rifice are what the history of Kokoda 
means to Grierson. there are four pillars 
at the memorial site in isurava, and each 
pillar has one of those words. ‘initial-
ly i wanted to fade to black, but felt like i 
had to wrap it up,’ he says. ‘When i was 
standing at isurava – you can not stand 
there and not be moved by it. How do we 
make it about that?’

At the time of interview, the 39th battalion 
hadn’t yet seen kokoda, and Grierson was 
unsure how they would react to the film.

It’s not a documentary full of facts and 
figures. There’s a huge generational dif-
ference – those guys are in their eighties 
and nineties. It’s a very confronting film. It 
packs an emotional punch. It’s inevitable 
they’ll say ‘he never said that’ [or] ‘they’re 
too healthy’. The veterans visited on set 
at lunch (typically lunches on set are a 
feast) and said the actors looked too fit 
and healthy. But what can you do? You 
can’t starve the actors.

And, as Grierson points out, people now 
are bigger than they used to be, and 
even the biggest size shirt from that time 
wouldn’t fit the smallest man today. the 
make-up department tried to compen-
sate by making the actors look sick with 
the yellow skin that typifies dysentery 
and malaria.

location was another potential problem 
in the realism stakes. it would have been 
too costly and arduous to film in the real 

jungles around the Kokoda track, but 
they got lucky and found Mount tambou-
rine in the hinterland of the Gold coast. 
Nevertheless, it was still a rural setting 
with cows wandering through paddocks 
and houses just out of sight of the cam-
era. this forced them to film in a few 
tiny concentrated ‘jungle’ pockets in the 
Mount tambourine area.

However, the actors’ enthusiasm and 
motivation made up for any perceived 
lack of realism in either the location or 
their appearance. 

I was laissez faire in my direction, as they 
were so committed and so into it. We got 
them with ex-SaS guys in the bush with 
wooden guns out on weapons and pa-
trol drills. 

Casting is everything. I met the actor and 
then got more of a sense about the char-
acter. Some directors over-direct; it’s a 
theatre thing. If you’ve got the right peo-
ple, you motivate them and keep them on 
the right track. 

I’d do six takes so I’d have more techni-
cal and creative choice. It’s about hunt-
ing for options. I’d get them to try it a few 
different ways to give me more options 
in the editing room. I’d often use the ac-
tor’s choice anyway. We had good ac-
tors. Jack Finsterer was a blessing. In all 
the noise and chaos he’d give me six dif-
ferent choices – he’d do a scene yelling, 
whispering, with a lot of fear, etc.

Grierson is happy with the way the film 
turned out, ‘i’m proud of it. it’s a power-
ful and emotional story.’ two days before 
the initial screening for distributors, finan-
cial backers and others, the editor got 
Grierson to look at the last twenty min-
utes of the film. 

I watched and I was just floored. I just 
started crying. I don’t know if it was the 
six months of the journey, the story, or 
the movie, but I just started bawling and 
couldn’t speak. The editor came back 
into the room and starting laughing. But 
at the first screening the editor was bawl-
ing, everyone was bawling. There have 
been such profound reactions.

is this why he makes films?

I can’t do anything else. I studied eco-
nomics in Japan and thought I just can’t 
do this, what else can I do? My chanc-
es of being a professional footballer were 
slim. It’s nothing at all like you imagine it. 
It’s so tough and competitive. I gave up 
many times.

But, while working as a manager repre-
senting writers and directors in film and 
television, he realized that he could do 
better, gave it one last go and applied to 
film school.

My advice is don’t do it, it’s too hard. 
You’ve just got to make films, and be ei-
ther incredibly lucky or gifted. You have 
to like it because other people won’t give 
a shit. You need the four pillars – cour-
age, endurance, mateship and sacrifice!

traditionally, filmmakers practised their 
craft in ads and television soapies. ‘it’s 
changed now,’ says Grierson. ‘the inter-
net fame isn’t the cinema screen, but ten 
by ten centimetres. Now there’s punchy, 
imaginative filmmaking for mobile phones. 
it’s horrifying for traditional filmmakers.’

iT’s noT aBoUT THe 
PoliTics, sTUPid

GriersoN grew up in a military 
family. His father was a Vietnam 
veteran, his grandfather was in 

Papua New Guinea, and his brother was 
in the Gulf War. 

I know that military people are the biggest 
pacifists in the world, as they know how 
grotesque warfare is. It wasn’t an adven-
ture, it was vile. all young men have a de-
lusion about the experience of warfare. 
They are deluded because they are re-
moved from it. 

People may use the film as a political 
club for their own agenda, left or right, as 
you can interpret the movie any way you 
like. does it oppose or support Howard’s 
views? How do you deal with it? I’m steel-
ing myself. No matter what you do, people 
will use and interpret it for their purpose. 
But it’s not about that, it’s about the story.

Cynthia Karena is a Melbourne-based free-
lance writer and researcher, and holds a 
Masters in Education. •
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