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				John Little spent thirty years working in television current affairs as a reporter and producer, before becoming a full-time author. His previous books include Inside 60 Minutes, about the well-known TV programme and Letters From the President, a Cold War thriller. He co-authored The Hospital by the River, a biography of the Australian doctor, Catherine Hamlin, who works with women in Ethiopia.
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				For Jeremy

				I dedicate this book to the memory of my son, Jeremy, who was killed while working as a sound recordist in Iraq for the American television network NBC.

				Jeremy was embedded with a US military convoy which was attacked by a rocket-propelled grenade near Fallujah, west of Baghdad. On 6 July 2003, one week after suffering terrible injuries, he died in an American military hospital at Landstuhl, Germany. He was 27 years old.

				I am comforted by the certain knowledge that Jeremy was pursuing a noble calling, helping to shed light on a dark chapter of history. It is because the Jeremys of this world are prepared to risk their lives that we, in our safe society, are informed. At the time of his passing, he was the nineteenth correspondent to be lost in that conflict.
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				Foreword

				Beyond the edges of the familiar world there are images that await discovery by the greatest cinematographers, to startle us with beauty, stir our hearts deeply with emotional power, challenge our consciences through sheer moral force and, always, to leave indelible messages about the complexity of life. They travel to the end of the road and then struggle to find a way forward to a moment of history, trying to follow their sharpest instincts, control their fears and overcome challenges that would turn most people back towards a safer place.

				Two Tasmanian cameramen of whom Australia should be very proud, Neil Davis and Harry Burton, made that journey often until it ended tragically in their deaths. David Brill, another Tasmanian, has lived to tell his own story. Iam thankful for that because a book like this is rare. Now you can learn what drives cinematographers to such extremes in pursuit of a view of the world that has meaning; why they think the news makes any difference to the lives of others sheltered by ignorance and comfortable illusion; why the truth, authenticity and originality ultimately matter more than the scramble to be first with a story.

				David Brill is, without doubt, a great cameraman. Isay that with certainty after working with some of the world’s best and after travelling with David for more miles and more years than any other reporter you will meet in this book.

				John Little, the author, is also an old friend of mine and we, too, shared some fascinating journeys making films together for almost a decade. The challenge this honest storyteller has had in drawing accurate lines, authentic colours and true perspective in his portrait of David is that the life under study has such fascinating complexity.

				This is a cameraman who has lived through so much history, witnessed so much from the sublime to the horrific, that you cannot pin him to a storyboard and say here is the scene that defines the man in his own movie. The comments by some of Australia’s best-known television reporters tell us as much about their character as David’s. What almost all of us share, however, is an enormous respect for his talent and affection for the man himself.

				My view is that from boyhood to manhood, David saw so much of the trauma in life that it affected him deeply. The mind of a child absorbs stress and the mechanism for dealing with various emotional situations thereafter is affected. Asadults, when we see deeply disturbing events such as war and famine, we also have trouble coping with the legacy of this pain. Some are forever consumed by the sense of inequity, injustice and suffering in a world of wild extremes: a life that swings from the depths of great pain to the sheer delight of still being alive and free and the boundless heights of joy and beauty to be found everywhere in this world if you are earnestly looking.

				David can be sombre and carry the weight of the world on his shoulders, but I understand that feeling. Iprefer to remember with a smile how funny, generous and warmhearted Tasmania’s self-styled ‘ambassador’ can be.

				It is not surprising that a man who feels so much so deeply, who absorbs the suffering of others but also shares with great exuberance their triumphs and accomplishments, should produce such an excellent body of film work, particularly his ‘Four Corners’ documentaries. Inthe hands of a master the camera illuminates the human condition, sometimes with more power than words. The finest film work leads to a shared experience and even some understanding. Inthis sense I have always viewed the most talented cinematographers, like David, as true artists, using a rich visual language that conveys so much about the true state of humanity. His finest film work has a lyrical quality and a powerful sense of real time and authenticity.

				The television camera is capable of far more than the medium has generally delivered. This is one of the constant frustrations for a brilliant cameraman, like David, working in an industry shaped by commercial deadlines and a marketplace value system. The man or woman looking through the lens often sees and films far more than the finished ‘product’ delivers. Often these true professionals are more experienced and knowledgeable than the producers attempting to direct them. Cinematographers have seen so much of life in all of its incredible diversity that they pay more attention to the interconnectedness of people in different lands and to the patterns of history that affect us all.

				Great cinematographers, like David Brill, become inseparable from their life’s work. The price they pay for opening our eyes is that sometimes it is hard to close their own.

				The author, John Little and his partner, Anna, also have nights when it is difficult to close their eyes. Their son, Jeremy, 27, was a TV sound recordist, patrolling with American forces in Iraq when a grenade tore into his vehicle. Jeremy was a sunny adventurer who travelled far in search of the perfect wave, warming everyone with his unforgettable smile and charm.

				This story honours the value of lives lived so bravely.

				Jeff McMullen

				Sydney

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue

				It is early morning in Cambodia. Aminibus bumps along Highway Five heading north. Onboard are six people—a four-man Australian television crew and two Cambodians. The sun is still low and the first drops of perspiration have just begun to prickle the skin. This is the most bearable time of day for the foreigners. Soon they will be wet through and panting in the oppressive humidity, but at this sweet hour they are able to enjoy the passing scene in near-comfort. Here and there a cameo imprints pleasantly upon the Western mind—a child driving a buffalo, some women washing in a pond, peasants stepping in elegant parade along a culvert. The paddies are gorgeous with golden light. You could almost forget how lethal they are.

				This is 1992. Pol Pot’s lunatic reign is over. Year Zero is a traumatic memory and poor, ruined Cambodia is attempting to return to normal. Yet even as the UN prepares for elections, the Khmer Rouge remains active in the north under the leadership of the madman’s former foreign minister, Ieng Sary. His headquarters are at Pailin in Battenbang province. Nearby there is a front line—an old-fashioned, World-War-I sort of front line—with trenches facing off across a few hundred metres of no-man’s-land. Itis this area that the TV crew is attempting to reach.

				Peter Charley is the reporter. Heis a big, gentle man with a hooked nose dominating a cratered face. Hehas blue eyes, alert and ready to see the funny side. His producer, Nick Farrow, is English, new to Australian incivility and a little awed at being in a war zone. Also here is Mark Dodd, a print journalist who, because of his intimate knowledge of Cambodia, is acting as ‘fixer’. There is a man from the Cambodian Ministry of Information, plus the driver and the cinematographer, David Brill.

				Brill is a bit below average height, thickset, with melancholy eyes and short hair going grey. Hesits, as always, beside the driver, instantly ready to film through the open window. They are shooting for an Australian current affairs program, ‘Real Life’. Brill is not meant to be here. The night before the crew was due to leave for Cambodia the staff cameraman begged off. With two children and a wife he decided, after careful thought, that he did not care to risk death in pursuit of informing ‘Real Life’ viewers about Cambodia’s troubles. Itis never easy to find a top freelancer willing to go to a war zone at short notice. However Charley knew who to call. Brill has never said no to a war in his life.

				As they bounce along Charley reflects on a prickly little scene that took place three days ago in the capital, Phnom Penh. Onthat first day in the country the crew met over coffee in their hotel to discuss tactics. Brill had worked with Charley before, but he was unknown to Farrow and Dodd. Itwas important in Charley’s mind that everyone bond, as they would be facing severe difficulties, and possibly danger, in the days ahead.

				Casually Farrow mentioned to Brill that he had heard the light in the tropics was harsh at midday. Itmight be better, he suggested, if they film in the mornings and evenings.

				There was a painful silence. Charley could guess what was coming.

				‘How old are you, Nick?’ the cinematographer asked. Wemust call him a cinematographer because he will not abide the lesser description, cameraman.

				Farrow muttered a reply.

				‘Well, Nick, I’ve been filming in the tropics since you were in short pants. Iknow the light’s better in the morning. Iknow what I’m doing.’

				There was more to this exchange, the precise details of which have been forgotten, or perhaps suppressed, by those who were there. Suffice to say it generated unwelcome heat.

				So, after this awkward beginning, here they are, heading towards the front, although, truth to tell, in this war there are many fronts; you are just as likely to be attacked while travelling on the highway as in the trenches. They call this a highway, but it is an atrocious road—in some places more like a track. The minibus crashes along, the crewmembers taking it in turns to nurse the camera as the potholes do their best to upset its delicate innards. Occasionally they have to ease through a crater left over from American B-52 bombing in the ’70s, disappearing at times below road level and lumbering out the other side. These were the same bombing raids that President Nixon denied were taking place. Brill was here then. Hehad seen what Nixon’s non-existent bombs did to people.

				Getting this far has been an arduous business. For form’s sake they have had to endure unspeakable food as they have bribed and cajoled their way closer and closer to the front line. The sun climbs higher and soon the sweat is pouring in rivulets down their bodies, into their shoes and underwear. Their shirts have wet patches under the arms, and wherever they touch the seat their clothes are soaked. Atlunchtime they stop for an especially hideous meal of tiny rotten fish and rice, plus whole frogs barbecued on sticks.

				A few kilometres from the front they are met by a Cambodian army colonel and half a dozen soldiers. After the formalities the colonel ushers them onto a tank and they rumble down the road for another half hour before stopping once more. The last two kilometres will have to be covered on foot.

				The colonel gives them a little lecture about landmines. They are a useful weapon, he tells them, which will blow a soldier’s foot off and put two more out of action while they assist him. Sometimes the Khmer Rouge will place an anti-tank mine on top of the smaller anti-personnel ones. Ifthat catches you, you will lose more than a foot. You will evaporate. The colonel giggles. Hetells the crew that he will lead the way, and advises them to remain on the road, treading precisely in his footsteps. Heexplains that he knows where his mines are but the Khmer Rouge have a habit of laying their own at night.

				The driver and the man from the Ministry of Information decline the colonel’s kind offer to accompany them further, and remain behind with the bus. The Australians set off in line astern: the colonel first, followed by Charley, Farrow carrying the tripod on his shoulder, then the others.

				The colonel tells them that the peasants try to de-mine the fields by burning off. The theory is that the heat will explode the mines. Sometimes it actually works, but not always. Asthe crew march along in single file they can hear the occasional explosion. Whether triggered by fire or feet is not clear.

				It is now mid-afternoon and the sun beats pitilessly upon the little convoy. The Australians feel light-headed. They do not want to walk too closely to the colonel but leaving space between them makes it harder to concentrate on his footsteps. After 15 minutes everyone is in a state of mild hypnosis. They are aware that they are probably being observed by the Khmer Rouge. Brill cheerfully remarks to Farrow that carrying the tripod makes him the most likely target for a sniper. From a distance the sticks could easily be mistaken for a bazooka.

				Suddenly the colonel calls a halt. ‘Regardez s’il vous plait,’ he says. Hesmiles brightly and points out for their edification a bloodied sandal on the road, ruptured earth, scraps of gore. Brill takes some footage, and after they have seen enough they proceed. Alittle further on the colonel stops again. What now? ‘Regardez là-bas.’ This time it is a trip-wire beside the road leading to a little iron pineapple on a stick. Remembering a briefing about jumping mines, Farrow has a sudden vivid image of it leaping up and the little segments tearing through flesh at waist-height.

				Off they go again. Everyone concentrates doubly hard on stepping exactly in the footsteps in front of them. Itoccurs to Charley that this precaution might not be entirely foolproof. The colonel’s feet are much smaller than his. Ashe walks he listens for the click.

				Suddenly there is an explosion in the field beside them and the ground shakes. ‘Buffalo,’ says the colonel helpfully. Due to the waist-high growth they cannot see the animal’s death throes.

				By now everyone is feeling distinctly nervous. They proceed a little further, and then comes a moment that astonishes all those present. Brill asks the colonel if he thinks these fields are safe. ‘Mai oui’, he assures them, without hesitation. Why has Brill asked this question? He cannot really be contemplating leaving the road, can he? Farrow recalls another snippet from a briefing. Some mines float, so even if a field has been cleared, during the rainy season a new lot may be carried over from an uncleared area. How can the colonel be sure?

				Before anyone has time to protest, Brill steps off the road into the field. They watch with disbelief as he focuses and waves them past. There seems to be nothing else to do but proceed as he has directed. Ifthe colonel is wrong and Brill steps on a mine they are a half-hour walk, a tank ride, then a ten-hour car trip from the nearest hospital. For the next few minutes Brill hurries about, filming the little convoy from different angles, at one stage walking backwards hand-holding the camera. And what everyone remembers later is a look of pure delight on his face. His complete focus. ‘As though he was where he was meant to be,’ recalls Charley.

				Eventually, with all limbs intact, they reach the forward post, where the colonel proudly conducts a tour of the trenches. ‘Attention. Over there, 300 metres away, are the Khmer Rouge; here are our brave soldiers ready to defend Cambodia from the terrorists.’ Bored Cambodian soldiers watch with disinterest while the foreigners take their pictures and conduct their interviews. Charley does a piece-to-camera to show his viewers that he was there. Everyone is careful not to expose themselves above the chest-high trench, but, thankfully, no shots are fired, and after a while they set off back down that deadly road.

				As vivid as it remains in the minds of the others, a decade later Brill can only vaguely remember this day in Cambodia—there have been so many like it. His habit is, he says, to evaluate military minders carefully before taking their advice. Hesupposes he would have closely observed the colonel before deciding to trust him. What surprises Brill is his colleagues’ surprise. After all, he says, it’s no good just filming people from behind as they walk along. You have to build up the sequence with a variety of shots. Sure, you take risks, but calculated ones.

				The day ends in a shattered hotel back in Battenbang, which has formerly been occupied by the Khmer Rouge. Some of the rooms are splattered with blood. One can only guess what horrors have taken place there. After another appalling meal the crew repairs to the front steps where they pass around a bottle of scotch. Itis cool now, and they have bathed and changed into fresh clothes. They are elated at having avoided injury and at filming some good sequences.

				As ever at the end of a day on the road, the tale-telling begins. They have already glimpsed some facets of the complicated character of David Brill—Brill the martinet; Brill the combat cinematographer, ever-ready to take a risk for a good shot. What new side of his personality will he reveal now? Those who know him will tell you that he is just as likely to retire early and brood alone in his room, haunted by who-knows-what ghosts, listening to the BBC World Service on his short-wave radio and painstakingly cleaning his camera. But tonight he decides to socialise. Tonight he is the charming Brill—the engaging raconteur who speaks with humour and passion of other wars—Vietnam, Laos, El Salvador, Nicaragua, the Middle East, Africa, Bosnia, Azerbaijan, Somalia ... and perhaps if the mood takes him, he will tell of the demons they have spawned, of how that parade of horrors observed in sharp focus for over three decades has come to haunt his own life.

				In his profession this man is a legend, but the acclaim has been earned at a price.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				It begins about as far away from the world’s trouble spots as you can get—Devonport on the northern coast of Tasmania where, in the middle month of the freezing winter of 1944, Masie Brill gave birth to a son, David. Masie felt especially blessed when the slippery little bundle emerged into the world and announced displeasure at his new surroundings by squalling loud and long. She and her husband, Arthur, had tried for years without success to conceive. There had been trips to specialists in Hobart to try to find out what was wrong. Friends and relatives had shaken their heads and clucked with sympathy. Poor Masie, they said, she so desperately wants to be a mother. See how she is always looking after the neighbourhood children as if they were her own.

				Masie was nearly forty, and now, after almost giving up hope, here he was, a perfect little baby with ten fingers, ten toes and a pair of lungs that could raise the roof. Ifthere was one teeny disappointment it was that he was not the daughter she had hoped for. Still, it would make no difference. She would lavish him with love just the same and bring him up as a perfect little gentleman. Perhaps he would enter one of the professions, such as medicine or law, or else she rather fancied a military career for him. Her son was going to be someone, she had no doubt about that.

				Masie placed great importance on upbringing. Her great grandfather, William Dean, had been a British merchant marine captain and a farmer when, at the age of twenty-four he decided to seek a new life in Australia. With his wife, Sarah, and three children, he set sail from England in 1824 aboard the Mountaineer to take up a grant of land at Windsor, New South Wales. Bythe time their ship reached Hobart Town after a six-month passage, they were weary of travelling, so they came ashore and applied to change their location to Van Diemen’s Land. They were given a grant of land at Macquarie Plains near New Norfolk and with the aid of convict labour built a homestead, ‘Belmont’. William was evidently proficient at farming for he soon had people coming from all over Tasmania to study his methods.

				William and Sarah had eleven children all told. In1844 Sarah took ill with a heart complaint and died. After a decent interval, William began courting Mary Spode, the daughter of Josiah Spode who owned a neighbouring property, ‘Shooter’s Hill’. Josiah was known as a man of substance. His uncle was the manager of the famous Spode china works in England and he was related to the illustrious Wedgwood family. Farming was only a part-time pursuit; his principal occupations were Controller of Convicts and Chief Police Magistrate.

				It is not clear how old his daughter was when she began receiving the attentions of the middle-aged William Dean. There is a story that she was only eighteen and that the first time William came calling, Josiah Spode had him horsewhipped off the property.

				If this is true it was a long courtship. There was certainly a great discrepancy in their ages, for it is known that at the age of twenty-six, seven years after the death of William’s first wife, Mary eloped with him and they married.

				William and Mary had six children, but it is not their offspring who are of interest in this story. Itwas the seventh son from William’s first marriage, Arthur Charles Dean, who was Masie’s father.

				Arthur spent most of his life managing properties and businesses for other people. Atsome stage he and his wife, Ethel, moved to Devonport on the north coast of Tasmania where he became about as big a wig as is possible in such a nondescript place. Hewas a councillor for seventeen years and served two terms as mayor. The citizens of Devonport have Arthur Dean to thank for their sewerage system. Hewas president of the Hospital Board and president of the Eisteddfod Society. In addition to these worthy pursuits he was a lay reader in his local Church of England and a biblical scholar of some note. His religious devotion was complemented by that of his wife. For forty years Masie’s mother played the organ at Sunday service. An article in the Burnie Advocate in 1945 reported that Dame Enid Lyons described Mr Dean as ‘a splendid citizen whom she hoped would long be spared. Devonport could not afford to lose a man possessed of such fine public spirit and such a high standard of rectitude.’

				This upright man raised his three daughters and one son in the strict English tradition, although Masie, being the youngest daughter, was a little spoiled. She hated her given names, Masie Estelle, and always asked people to call her Deanie. She grew to be a petite woman, just 1.5 metres tall with red hair. Vivacious and lively, she was always immaculately groomed. Unlike her sister, Chloris, who remained a regular churchgoer all her life, Masie showed little interest in religion.

				In her adult years Masie was always at pains to point out her respectable ancestry. While people on the mainland did not particularly care about a convict past, in Tasmania in the early part of the 20th century it was still something you hid. Proud that her great-grandfather had been a free man, Masie went out of her way to let people know that she had nothing to be ashamed of. Although her line was descended from her great-grandfather’s first marriage and had no direct connection with the Spode family, it was the Spodes whom she tended to dwell upon in conversation. Tobe blunt, Masie was a snob.

				Itis curious that she married Arthur Brill, a baker from a working-class family in Scottsdale since she was always keen to place the ancestry of others. Although Arthur had no great pedigree to boast about, he was nevertheless making his mark in the world. After completing an apprenticeship in baking and smallgoods he started a bakery in Burnie, an isolated town on the north coast. He delivered the bread by horse and cart. When David was four he managed to mount one of the old plodders and, naked as the day he was born, set off down the street. Hesomehow managed to keep his seat until he was rescued by a passer-by. 

				Arthur was a decent man, who was cheerful and good company. Hewas a trifle portly, always well dressed, with generously Brylcreemed hair. Hecalled his wife ‘Deanie’, as she desired, and he was ‘Brilly’. Hehad a talent for his craft and worked hard. The highlight of David’s birthdays was always an elaborate cake, beautifully decorated by his father.

				The bakery soon became the biggest in town. For all her husband’s success, Burnie held little allure for Masie. Itwas an industrial town—city is too grand a word to describe it—without anything that remotely resembled society. She thought that if she were to achieve her ambitions for her son they would need to move to somewhere more salubrious. When David was five the Brills sold the bakery and took up residence in Launceston, 120 kilometres to the east.

				Here they bought a mock-Tudor brick house in the respectable middle-class suburb of Newstead. Arthur continued to ply his trade innew premises, and once again his hard work and personality paid dividends. Brill’s bakery soon won the local hospital contract and supplied shops throughout the surrounding area.

				For someone with Masie’s ambitions there were only two choices for David’s schooling—Launceston Grammar or Scotch College. These two private schools were always great rivals. Bythe 1950s Scotch had fallen behind academically and was routinely humiliated by its arch-rival on the football and cricket fields. Grammar boys were the sons of wealthy landowners and businessmen. The school was elitist and harsh, and not especially caring of those who did not measure up to its standards. Grammar was Masie’s first choice.

				Dressed in his uniform of blue jacket, khaki shorts and long socks, David travelled from home to prep school each day by trolley bus. There, in a class of forty, the six-year-old grappled with the elements of English and mathematics under the guidance of Miss Barbara McCormack.

				Half a century later Miss McCormack is now Mrs Barbara Pitt. Although she has taught hundreds of children she can vividly remember her concern for young David Brill; the boy just could not grasp the basics. The dear children of Tasmania’s aristocracy dubbed him ‘Brill the Dill’ and teased him mercilessly.

				Miss Pitt could empathise with David’s plight because she, too, was something of a pariah. Inthose days student teachers could study for their degree while teaching full-time. The Grammar parents were not happy about paying high fees to have their children taught by a seventeen-year-old who had only just matriculated herself. They were pressuring the school to get rid of her.

				One day Miss McCormack was feeling as though she did not have a friend in the world when, at recess, young David shyly asked her if she would like to have lunch at his home.

				On the appointed day David fetched her from her room in the school. Hewas normally a quiet boy, but throughout the trip home he chattered away non-stop. Masie made Miss McCormack welcome and they had a very nice lunch, enhanced by delicacies from Brill’s bakery. Itis probable that Masie was moved more by ambition than kindness, but whatever the motivation, Miss McCormack went home feeling content for the first time in a long while.

				It is tempting to think that even at a young age David showed unusual empathy for suffering. His ability to depict human misfortune sensitively would later become a signature of his work. Certainly Barbara Pitt remembers him as a kind child. Hewas gentle even with his tormentors. She sometimes wished he would fight back when he was being teased.

				Now she can see all too clearly what his problem was, but dyslexia, or in David’s case, partial dyslexia which hindered his writing, was unheard of then. All she could do was try her best to teach the boy and protect him. But she could not help worrying about what would become of him.

				Masie was never happy being a baker’s wife. ‘Dad was never good enough for her,’ David recalls. ‘She never openly said it but she always made it clear that she thought she had married beneath herself. Inmany ways he came from a better family than she did in terms of decency. Heused to put up with a lot from her.’

				Even though Arthur’s business was thriving, she would have preferred him to be doing something with more status. And she may have felt she needed greater means to give her son the opportunities she wanted for him. In1953 when David was nine, the Brills sold the bakery and moved to Longford, about 20kilometres from Launceston.

				Outside the town today a sign announces: ‘LONGFORD, HISTORY AND GARDENS ENTWINED’. It has lost a little of its charm, but in the 1950s it was a picturesque small town catering to the surrounding farming community, with many historic buildings and plane trees lining the main street. The Brills bought a handsome public house, the Blenheim Inn, which had once been a staging post for horse-drawn wagons travelling from Hobart to Launceston and the north-west coast. Itwas a fine freestanding building, constructed of sandstone and convict bricks, with the old stables still standing behind.

				Under the Brills’ ownership the Blenheim Inn was a well-run and respectable establishment with a reputation for good food and comfortable lodging. Masie was always immaculately dressed and faultlessly groomed. She furnished the dining room with antiques and set her tables with specially made ‘Blenheim’ cutlery. Once, the governor, Lord Rowallan, stayed for a night when he came to visit the Longford Show. Afterwards Masie had a sign made announcing that the inn operated, ‘Under Vice Regal Patronage’.

				Mrs Brill preferred not to mix with the patrons in the bar. Brilly, though, was a born publican. People loved his sunny disposition and his habit of doing little conjuring tricks, pulling coins out of his ear and making handkerchiefs disappear. AtMasie’s insistence both the Brill men were always impeccably turned out. Arthur was never seen without a Harris tweed jacket and tie while David was remarkably clean and neat for a boy of his age.

				Brill junior was not allowed to mix with local children who did not meet with Masie’s approval. And those parents who did measure up did not care to have their children playing at a hotel, so he had few visitors. The Brills had little time to spend with their son, either, as running the hotel was a full-time occupation for both of them.

				David spent a lot of time playing by himself in the backyard. Afavourite game was to play various characters in the wireless serial ‘Biggles’. Sitting in a tree he would act out radio conversations with himself: ‘Biggles to Bertie, give me your position, over. Bertie to Biggles just off your wingtip, over.’ Once when some kids from over the fence overheard his game they taunted him. David remembers them ‘killing themselves laughing. Istill remember how embarrassed I felt.’

				He was jeered at on another occasion when he heard the sound of a Saturday football match coming from the oval and, defying his mother’s rule, he walked down to take a look. There was no doubt in his mind that he was an outsider.

				David’s parents were especially busy at mealtimes. AsMasie did not want him to be anywhere near the patrons and there was nowhere in the busy kitchen for him to eat, he ate his meals alone in his room upstairs, served by a maid. Heeven had Christmas dinner this way. Hecannot remember once sitting down to a meal with his family.

				Restricted and lonely as he was, there was nothing to prevent his imagination from soaring free. From the age of eight or nine he loved Life magazine and National Geographic. Itwas not the articles that interested him so much as the superb photographs. Alone in his room he would pore over them for hours, daydreaming about the world outside Tasmania.

				Masie became worried that David was not getting on at Grammar. Scotch College had recently been taken over by a new headmaster, a Presbyterian minister, Reverend Robert Dean. Hewas a progressive man with ambitious plans for improving the school. Impressed by his ideas, Masie took twelve-year-old David out of Grammar and enrolled him at Scotch.

				With its red-brick buildings set in rolling grounds running down to the North Esk River, the school was outwardly grand. Its motto was, ‘Either I shall find a way or I shall make one’. The Reverend Dean may well have looked to these words for inspiration as he tried to find the money to put food on the table for 140 boarders. The financial situation was dire. There was no heating—the boys kept warm during the freezing Tasmanian winters by piling on more clothes.

				Society was divided along rigid social lines. The aristocracy were the graziers and the owners of important businesses. They regarded themselves as superior to the hoi polloi and so did their children. How Masie must have envied that privileged class. She ached for her son to become one of them. The truth is that the landed gentry of northern Tasmania would never have dreamed of mixing with publicans.

				Scotch was a microcosm of the adult world outside. Boarders were the elite. The thirty or so day boys were known as ‘bus kids’ or ‘day rats’, and were generally looked down upon.

				The teaching staff at Scotch College included many who were well past their prime. One was in his seventies. There was a maths teacher who had been in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp, and preferred telling war stories to teaching. Aphysics teacher was said to have cracked his head on a ship when it lurched and was clearly a little slow. The poor academic standard did not matter to many of the students who were going straight to their parents’ properties when they left. Private school was as much about building networks for adulthood as it was about education. Anyone who wasn’t above average academically found learning a struggle.

				The new young bus kid from Longford, dreamy and a little slow, was nicknamed ‘Daisy’. Being a poor student was no particular handicap socially, but his attitude to sport was. Heplayed a bit of tennis but shunned the knockabout schoolboy pursuits of football and cricket. AtGrammar he had been bullied for being different, but Scotch, for all its trappings of a 19th-century English public school, was a more compassionate place. Here he was still occasionallly picked on, but mostly he was just ignored. Sometimes at recess he would seek out the company of one or two fellow outcasts, but he would usually spend the time alone hitting a tennis ball against a wall.

				The Reverend Dean was known as ‘Gunga Dean’ to the students. His cane was ‘Nobbly’, and he wasn’t averse to using it. Astroke to the backside was his method—two if you tried to outsmart him by putting a comb in your back pocket. The teaching staff dressed in their black gowns seemed formidable, even frightening, to young David Brill. Some would carry a cane under the gown and used it freely. Atleast one beat David for being unable to comprehend what he was being taught.

				Dean believed in instilling self-respect through challenge. Herejuvenated the school cadet corps and instituted annual camps and bivouacs. Heentered his students in the Hoad Trophy and Commander’s Cup competitions, contests in parade ground drill between private schools. Within a couple of years they had won, and later Scotch became the school to beat on the parade ground and the sports field. Under Dean their academic standard also improved.

				The cadet uniform featured a kilt in the Cameron of Erracht tartan. Now and again this brought the boys grief in the outside world. Once a riot started on a train when boys from a rival school lifted the kilts of a couple of hefty Scotch lads to see what was underneath. David was supposed to wear his kilt to school on cadet days but after being teased on the bus he took to sneaking it in inhis bag and changing in the toilets.

				A highlight of the cadet year was a camp at Brighton army barracks near Hobart. Infreezing weather the boys would have to stand sentry duty at night and go on bivouacs, where one group would hide and the others would hunt them out. They slept in tents, learned how to cross rivers by flying fox and how to negotiate tunnels which were just big enough to crawl through.

				The stronger boys bastardised the weaker. Afavourite trick was ‘nuggeting’, where the victim would be held down and his private parts blackened with boot polish. Onhis first camp a group of boys tried to nugget David Brill, but he managed to fight them off.

				One bivouac took place on a property in the foothills of Ben Lomond in the Highlands. Thirty boys were taken in by army six-wheel-drives to camp above the snowline in a shepherd’s hut. The teacher in charge, a former Czech army officer, Vlad Hirsta, led them through the bush at night, stalking deer and kangaroos with a spotlight.

				Although David managed to keep up with the others on these early jaunts he probably would have remained a nonentity throughout his school career if not for the Reverend Dean, who was unusually aware of the importance of self-esteem. One senior student doing his matriculation who was prone to severe anxiety had an open invitation from Dean to go to his office and enjoy a pipe whenever he felt the need. Those who understood Dean’s ideas would not have been surprised when he approved David’s appointment to the rank of sergeant major.

				Suddenly the students saw a different David Brill. Shoulders squared, chin high and eyes to the front, he barked his orders with the ferocity of a Duntroon ser’ major. Boys who had contemptuously dismissed ‘Daisy’ as a loser now had to jump when he ordered them about. Hefound new self-confidence. Heloved the order and certainty and, above all, he loved the respect—and he still does.

				‘They look after each other in the military. Ifeel more confident when I’m away with the military than with my own industry. There’s not honesty in our industry, but bitchiness and everyone stabbing everyone else in the back. When I go into a military barracks I feel respect,’ David says.

				At home he would spend ages whitening his belt with Blanco and lovingly polishing the brass buckles. Hewould remove the laces from his boots and polish each eyelet separately before buffing the leather to a high shine with spit and polish.

				At camp he found qualities in himself that he did not know he had. When a big farm boy broke down under the rigorous regime it was David who put his arm around him and cajoled him to keep going. Interestingly, the boy had been one of his chief tormentors.

				Why did David help him? ‘I knew what it was like to feel different to the others,’ he says, ‘and besides, Iwas in charge of the platoon. Hewas my responsibility.’

				The incident taught David an early lesson about human nature: swagger is often a cover for weakness.

				The idea that David was destined for Duntroon military college soon took root in the Brill family. His contemporaries remember him often speaking of how he was going to be a military officer when he left school. Masie was delighted.

				When David was thirteen he was dispatched to his Auntie Chloris at Devonport for the holidays. Her son, Terry White, a patrol officer in Papua New Guinea, came home on leave. Tothe shy boy he was an exotic figure, full of stories about jungle patrols among primitive tribes. Terry was also a serious amateur filmmaker. One day the two of them sat on David’s bed and Terry showed his cousin his 16mm Bolex camera. David had never touched anything more wonderful. Headored everything about it—the black casing, the artfully crafted handle that wound the spring drive, the three lenses rotating smoothly on their finely engineered turret. When Terry showed him films he had taken of indigenous people on the Sepik River, his excitement grew stronger. For the first time in his life he became aware of the magic of cinematography.

				Arthur Brill kept an account at the local newsagent on which David continued to run up hefty bills buying magazines to devour alone in his room. Life and National Geographic were still the favourites. Hewould pore over the photographs obsessively, noting composition and the use of light, avidly absorbing details of f-stops and shutter speeds, which they used to print in those days. Pictures he especially liked he would cut out and pin on the wall. Hewas familiar with many of the photographers’ careers through reading photography magazines. Hewould study their portraits, which Life used to include now and then, and daydream about the marvellous lives they must lead.

				David’s maths teacher, Gregory Blaubaum, was keenly interested in photography. Hewas an enthusiastic advocate of the school’s Brownie Club, where, using cameras supplied by Kodak, the boys learned the elements of photography. MrBlaubaum spent a lot of time discussing David’s pictures with him and even suggested that he might think of photography as a career.

				The half-dozen boys and girls who travelled by bus from Longford into private schools in Launceston were a close-knit group. One of them, Penny Macleod as she was then, remembers David’s burgeoning obsession with photography. Hewould show his friends photographs he had cut out from magazines, or pictures he had taken and developed himself, and talk about how one day he was going to work for Life magazine and travel the world.

				On weekends, when other children rode their bikes or went swimming in the river, David and Penny would walk into the countryside where he would have her pose for hours while he clicked away. Penny’s head was full of boys and schoolgirl fantasies, fifteen-year-old David was completely focused, directing her to turn this way and that, talking endlessly about the career he had planned. After a while she would become bored but there was no diverting him. His intensity and his focus are vivid memories for Penny to this day—that and an unseemly seriousness for one so young.

				This seriousness was the abiding impression left upon another of the bus kids, Janet Carins. Asthey rode the half-hour journey to and from school David would want to discuss every detail of his photographs. Ifthey grew restless he still kept at it. Only when they teased him would he lapse into hurt silence.

				Saturday night was film night in Longford. The teenagers would crowd into the town hall with their Jaffas and bags of potato crisps, but David was never seen. Instead of joining the crowd he was in the projection room looking after the two arc projectors. Leaning forward and peering through the little window he sometimes became so absorbed in the movie that he forgot to tend to the arc light. The film would go to black and the whole hall would erupt in boos and cheers while he rushed to get the projector going again.

				Out of school hours other boys of David’s age wore corduroys and were typically uncouth. David always turned out in clean, pressed trousers and immaculately ironed shirts, often with a cravat. His manners, strictly instilled by his mother, were old-fashioned, almost courtly.

				Penny married, had children, moved to the mainland, divorced and now lives back in Launceston. Hers is a typical Tasmanian story. Most of the Scotch boys went on to jobs in the professions or on the land, living conventional lives in this obscure corner of the Antipodes. Only David Brill went on to roam the world, filming wars and disasters, rubbing shoulders with the famous and along the way gathering some fame of his own.

				The old Scotch boys who knew ‘Daisy’ are perplexed by his success. They never figured him as the type to dodge bullets in war zones. Itis a mystery to them how he turned out that way. Penny Macleod, who knew him better than anyone during his early teens, can speculate on what drove him. She theorises that identity comes from home and family. Spending all that time alone in his room at the Blenheim Inn, unable to have friends over, forbidden from mixing with the patrons, rarely knowing normal family life, David wasn’t able to feel at home. Somehow the camera gave him identity. ‘Ihave the camera, therefore I am.’

				She may be partly right, but the story is more complicated than that.
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