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All interviews and comments have been edited for clarity and length. Several of the people who made Boney have died since I started researching this book, but I’ve retained “says” instead of “said” when quoting them.



This book contains names and images of people who have died. It also quotes people who sometimes use outdated words and phrases which are now seen as insensitive, disrespectful or insulting. . . but that’s what they said at the time that they said it, so there we are.
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I’d like to thank the people who helped me write this book: John McCallum, James Laurenson, Peter Maxwell, Eric Fullilove, Kate Fitzpatrick, Ron Way, Sven Libaek, Peggy Carter, The NFSA’s Access Services staff (particularly Clare Norton), Peter Yeldham, Philip Austin, Tobe Robinson, Tom Thompson, Gogey Matoo, Kassi Hays at the National Library of Australia, Southern Star Ltd, Wendy Gresser, Pan Macmillan, Cheryl Thomas, the Deadly Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islanders’ Forum group on Facebook (particularly Felicity Blake), the Australian Aboriginal History Art & Culture Facebook group (particularly Grant Ruthven), Stephen Vagg, Rosemary King, Alan Day, Ewa Szerlich, Steve and Kate Broadhurst, Amanda Warren and Lynda Pitt-Mitchell. Special thanks go to Denise Bradshaw of Koori Kullas Aboriginal Cultural Education, who has given me invaluable advice on Aboriginal cultural matters I wouldn’t have had a hope of getting right without her. . . she also created the artwork I’ve used throughout the book.


[image: ]










 


[image: ]


Abo

Weird

Bony

Fauna

Ingredients

Laurenson

Maxwell

Carter

Shooting

Perkins

Dreaming

Fullilove

Slog

Music

Break

Series 1

Fitzpatrick

Way

Series 2

Afterwards

Skin

Boney Today

Bony Novels

Fauna

Sources

Index


[image: ]





[image: ]












[image: ]




July in the Northern Territory, bang in the centre of Australia, is winter—but the weather can still be warm enough for a man to need a drink during the afternoon. On one such day in 1971, the doors of a cosy pub in the small Outback town of Alice Springs stand open to let the breeze through. Patrons chat idly, sipping their beers, but when a tall man strolls in, tilts his wide-brimmed hat back, and crosses the room to stand at the bar, everyone’s eyes follow him. Conversation falters into uncomfortable silence. The barman looks up, his smile of welcome dropping away.

“I can’t serve you.” he says. “You know that.”

The man looks surprised. “Why not?”

“You know perfectly bloody well why not.”

The man raises his hands submissively. “I just want a beer, mate!”

He’s about 30, with dark skin and thick black hair. Probably not a full-blood—some white in there too. . . .

“Go on—I can’t serve your type!”

The man looks around the room. White faces stare silently at him. No help there.

Flies buzz against window glass.

The barman makes a move to swing the bar flap up. The man sighs, then turns and stalks out the door.

“Bloody cheek. . . .” one of the patrons murmurs.



The man steps out into the sunlight, a broad grin on his face. He strolls over to a nearby car and gets in the passenger’s seat beside a white woman. 

“It worked!” he laughs, “They threw me out, Peggy!”

“Hooray!” she cries. “Thank God for that, James!”

His smile fades as they drive away. 

He’s thinking about what just happened to him.
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It wasn’t a great film, but it was wildly popular—in Australia at least. They’re a Weird Mob had started life as a best-selling novel about the hilarious misadventures of an Italian immigrant—very relevant at the time. Sydney author John O’Grady’s book had been published in 1957 and had sold so many copies that printing paper had had to be imported to fulfill new orders. Gregory Peck had bought the film rights, hoping to direct “a kind of off-beat comedy, something like Passport to Pimlico or The Lavender Hill Mob” himself, but he’d had trouble translating the novel into a script. Four years later he was out of the picture and famous British producer/director Michael Powell, who’d loved the book, had acquired it. His work partner, Emeric Pressburger, adapted the story, and during ’61 Powell set up a meeting with an old acquaintance, actor John McCallum, now working as a managing director of Australia’s biggest theatrical chain. Could he find Australian finance to make a movie?

It took a few years, but when Powell arrived in Melbourne in 1964 he was introduced to McCallum’s business partner, Bob Austin, a lawyer keen to enter the movie world. They’d masterminded a financing deal worth $600,000.

After a tough but enjoyable few months shooting in and around Sydney, the film was edited and dubbed. Just before its release, and thoroughly enjoying his time Down Under, Powell one day found himself in a bookshop, wondering what other treasures might be found in the “Australian Authors” section. Asking the owner for advice, he left carrying a novel written nearly twenty years earlier, Death of a Swagman by Arthur Upfield. The hero was an Aboriginal/Caucasian police detective bizarrely named Napoleon Bonaparte, who seemed to embody all the intelligence, instincts, strengths and fragilities of both races. While the book wasn’t the best crime story he’d ever read, Powell was fascinated by Bony, as he was known. He mentioned him to John McCallum, who knew of the books, having been introduced to them by none other than Orson Welles. “I was making a film with Welles in England,” McCallum told him. “He said, ‘You’re from Australia? I’ve been reading the Arthur Upfield books—half of America has!’ I’d heard about them but I’d never read one, so I got Bony Buys a Woman—and I liked it very much.”

Powell did some detective work himself. Upfield had been writing his Bony mysteries since the late 1920s. and was still working, though terminally ill. A request to meet him was refused, but Powell was persistent and charming, and he eventually received an invitation for himself and McCallum to visit Upfield’s house at Bowral in New South Wales.

“I’d been impressed by the author—I wanted to meet the man,” Powell remembered later. “He was such a good storyteller. Like Conan Doyle, he only wrote about what he knew—the swagmen, stockmen, policemen, cattlemen and Aboriginals. He knew nothing about women, and treated them with admiration, respect, and fear. My purpose in hunting him out was to see if we could work together. . . if I made a success of They’re a Weird Mob, I’d seen enough of Australia to know that I’d like to see more, and know more, and buying the film and television rights for the Bony books would be as good a way as any—and better than most.”

The three men got on well, and when Powell said he believed that the Bony stories should be filmed, Upfield was thrilled. 
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Born in Gosport on England’s south coast in 1890, Arthur Upfield was a natural rebel. He spent his young life clashing with his father, who thought he was a muddle-headed nitwit, and expressed nothing but disappointment at his endless failings. Just after Arthur’s 21st birthday, Upfield senior made a startling announcement: he was sending him to the other side of the world: “I’ve come to look on Australia as the ideal country for you,” he told him. “and it’s so far away that you’ll never save enough money to return!” Within days, the bewildered Arthur was at sea (or so he told the tale later), but when he saw Australia, and particularly the vast stretches of its desolate Outback, he fell in love with the country, and determined to spend the rest of his life there. 

Always restless, he wandered for years, finding work as a vermin-fence patroller, cattle drover, rabbit trapper, opal gouger, and camel station manager. He learned the ways of the bush, taught himself to survive in the most inhospitable country known to man, and—unusually for his time—developed great respect for the Aboriginal people (years later he would have Bony say, “I feel a great pride in being the son of an aboriginal woman, because in many things it is the aboriginal who is the highly developed civilized being, and the white man who is the savage.”).

He wrote a detective novel, The Barrakee Mystery, but he knew it wasn’t good enough, wasn’t unique enough to sell. A chance reunion changed his life: he’d met Leon Wood, a police tracker of mixed parentage, a decade before. As a baby, Leon had been found under a tree with his dead mother who’d been clubbed to death by her people for breaking their rules against interracial sex. Leon had been taken to a nearby mission where the matron had adopted him as her own, but he’d also been initiated into clan life, and bore the scars on his body. Upfield was fascinated by how successfully Leon, a well-educated and intellectually dynamic man, walked the lonely line between the black and white cultures. Suddenly realizing what was wrong with The Barrakee Mystery, he removed his white detective, replacing him with Leon, renamed Napoleon Bonaparte (so-called by the fictional mission matron). Upfield even copied Leon’s origin word-for-word, and as he wrote, he found that Bony’s Aboriginal characteristics completely changed the atmosphere of the story. It was a brave move. At the time Indigenous people were generally regarded as inferior to whites—and dual-race children “obviously” lacked the better qualities of either race.

The book was now genuinely Australian, and Upfield had struck gold—though it took him some time to realize it.



Whether Bony was really based on any one person is debatable. Many such children were brought up in mission schools, learning an outdated formality in behavior and speech from the nuns. Upfield seems to have embroidered his account of meeting Leon over the years, but he may never have existed as a single person.

Weird Mob became a huge success, taking in more than $3 million in Australia alone. Upfield had died in 1964, so Powell, John McCallum and Bob Austin travelled to Bowral in ’66 to meet his solicitors and sign a cheque for the rights to Bony’s adventures.

Powell hired Larry Forrester, a Scottish/Canadian writer with whom he’d worked previously, to produce a treatment for a feature film based on the novel The Bone is Pointed. With Forrester (best known for action and police television shows like Ivanhoe and The Saint) hard at work, Powell approached Paramount Pictures in Hollywood with a proposal to make the first of a proposed series of Bony movies. Studio executives were enthusiastic and asked to see a script, but Forrester’s drafts disappointed them and their interest waned. Other backers in the U.S. were approached over the years, but trying to sell them the idea of a half-black-half-white detective wasn’t easy.

By 1970 the Bony feature film was dead in the water. Forrester’s career continued with TV work and the script for the movie Tora, Tora, Tora! (and he would later contribute to cop shows like Hawaii 5-0, Barnaby Jones, and Cannon). Even Michael Powell had given up on the idea.

John McCallum, however, wasn’t going to let it go. Now a big wheel in Australian TV drama, he had great faith in the twenty-nine Bony books as a TV series just waiting to happen. In 1967 he’d formed a company called Fauna Productions with Bob Austin and experienced film producer Lee Robinson to make specifically Australian projects, and they’d been very successful. Fauna had produced and sold 91 half-hours of Skippy the Bush Kangaroo and the adventure series Barrier Reef around the world, and with an additional two feature films behind them they now set out to find finance to make a series called Bonaparte. Their track record stood them in good stead: Fauna won a 10% startup grant from the Australian Film Development Corporation (a Government body).

No series of any quality could hope to recoup its costs from domestic TV transmission alone—in fact, Robinson and Austin had worked out that only a third of the series’ cost would be repayed by Australian broadcasts, never mind bringing in any profit. Fauna were going to need about $60,000 per episode—a large budget determined by the problems of crew transport and accommodation in the Outback. “A producer in America or England can go to a distributor and get as much as 75% of the entire capital for a film,” John McCallum explained at the time, “provided he has a script, stars, directors, and so on, that the distributor approves of. But he can’t get that in Australia. Therefore, not only do we have to obtain all or nearly all our finance from private sources, it means also that we have problems marketing the films when they are made. Why? Because, logically, if a distributor invests in a film, he’s going to ensure that he gets his money back through his distribution setup. But when you make it with your own money he’s far less likely to get behind it.”

But international sales were Fauna’s game by now and they started to look for money from investors and TV companies in the countries where Upfield’s books had sold most. A six-minute promotional film was made, compiled from library footage to show every aspect of Australian life: deserts, cities, sheep herders, Aboriginal gatherings, kangaroos and crocodiles, snowy mountains, jungles, people on beaches, anything that could seem exotic to people in Berlin or London or New York. The voiceover, spoken by John McCallum, introduced Bony himself (represented by his portraits on book covers), and—just as importantly—his birthplace. There were no scripts yet, so a certain amount of optimistic lying was required, but one thing was for sure: while the novels were museum pieces, the new series would be absolutely modern.
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“Arthur Upfield was an author who loved Australia. He knew the country, understood its people. From the thriving arteries of its cities he delved into all corners of the continent and finally found his place in the heart of the Outback. As boundary rider, cattle drover, station manager, he absorbed the rawness, the color and the passion of the land and the characters who shaped it into a nation. Some of these people were true Australians, Aborigines with a heritage of millions of years, handed down through the sacred ages of the Dreaming Time. The Australian Aborigine, with his own organized tribal system, his own inflexible moral code and laws, his own mysterious ways of survival, his fourth dimension of mystical power. . . all this intrigued the writer Upfield, and from his pen emerged one of the strangest characters of modern-day fiction. Upfield’s unique investigator, half-Aborigine, half-European: Detective Inspector Napoleon Bonaparte.

“Reared in the Outback of the great Australian loneliness; man of two tribes, two worlds—bushman, scientist, mystic. A detective as unusual as his police beat: three million square miles Down Under. Bonaparte, the world’s most extraordinary detective - a man of action in strange stories of fiction and folklore. For the first time, the Bonaparte one-hour color series brings them all to life, photographed in the authentic locations. In Hayman Island, playground of Northern Australia: for Bonaparte, a murder mystery to be unraveled in the great caverns of the Barrier Reef. The dead heart of Australia: where Stone-Age men struggle with the mysteries of the Space Age, with Bonaparte as moral interpreter. High in the Australian Alps: a kidnapping sets Bonaparte on a long, lonely chase across the country’s vast snowland. In the swampy jungles of Australia’s North-West: a safari hunt in which Bony finds himself marked as the prize trophy.

“Here is a series starring a man as different and as absorbing as his homeland, as primitive yet as modern as Australia today, a man who walks the lonely no-man’s-land between two races, bringing to the solution of crime the sophisticated techniques of the white man and the indefinable magic of his black parentage.

“Here is a new breed of adventure - a new breed of detective - Napoleon Bonaparte: detective extraordinary!”



After months of exhausting pitching meetings, Fauna was able to compile a budget to shoot a first series of thirteen episodes. The investors were Australia’s Channel 7, ZDF (a public-service television channel in Germany), and Global Television (a coproduction/distribution company owned by STV in Scotland) who’d made huge profits selling Skippy internationally) in London.

What of America? The Upfield books had been read by WW2 servicemen in the Pacific and now sold well all over the country, where the crime genre was very popular. Investors there had shown real enthusiasm—but then, horrifyingly, had demanded that Bony be white, or no deal. So no deal.
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Based at offices in an imposing brownstone building at 4 Bridge Street in the heart of Sydney’s business district, Fauna Productions was a tight little unit. McCallum (the actor/producer, a charming front man with contacts all over Australia and beyond), Robinson (the producer/director/creative/hustler with years in the biz), and Austin (the legal ideas man and sharp business brain), combined to bring decades of experience in storytelling, production and sales together.

John McCallum was born in 1918 in Brisbane, where his father owned the 1,800-seat Cremorne Theatre. “I was born on the first night of one of my father’s productions,” he says. “The next day a friend sent him a telegram saying, ‘Congratulations on two howling successes!’”.
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While his two brothers weren’t interested in going on the stage, John thought of nothing else, fascinated by the plays and variety shows he saw at the Cremorne, and encouraged by his actress mother. He studied drama at Brisbane Rep, then spent two years at RADA in London (where he was astonished to find that it offered no film acting tuition at all). He learned his trade slogging around English regional theaters, playing hundreds of tiny parts. He painted sets, carried suitcases from trains to musty bed & breakfasts, and did every job that theatre work demanded. It was a relentless and discouraging life, but McCallum became known as a hard-working young man with a sense of humor, and he kept at it. A play he was in reached London’s West End just as the Second World War started, but his next four years were spent in New Guinea, serving as a gunner in the Australian Imperial Force.

Demobbed, McCallum decided to try his luck in Hollywood (planning to pay for his passage with money he’d won on a horse), but with all the boats full of GIs trying to get home, he only got as far as England. He spent his first night back in London at the theatre, watching Noël Coward’s Private Lives from the cheapest seat in the house. The star was Googie Withers, primarily known as a film actress, and McCallum was prepared to be unimpressed, but something about Withers’ personality hit him very strongly. By now he’d matured into reliable leading-man material, a Stewart Granger type, and—following a good co-starring role in a Phyllis Calvert film—he was offered The Loves of Joanna Godden, a romance movie, opposite Googie Withers. The two fell in love at once and were married soon after.

Acting was only part of film-making, and McCallum had ambitions to write, direct, and produce. In 1952 he tried to set up a TV series (though Australia wouldn’t even have a television service for another four years). Having cast around for an original idea, he wrote thirteen sample stories about the adventures of bushranger Ben Hall. The ideal handsome, dashing outlaw, Hall was the son of convict immigrants, and had started a life of highway robbery in 1862. Dauntless, daring and doomed, he died aged 28 when police bullets cut him down at Billabong Creek in New South Wales. McCallum approached an American backer, only to be told that the US networks’ morals code demanded that criminals be punished (and jailed) by the end of each episode.

After appearing in many plays and films, in 1958 McCallum accepted the job of joint managing director of the gigantic JC Williamson Theatre chain in Australia. He and Googie took their places at the top of theatrical society, and McCallum quickly became known as a skillful businessman and organizer, and a creative stage director. He and Googie brought their own sense of style and old-time-showbiz to the job (their friends included Danny Kaye, Jack Benny, Harry Belafonte, and Maurice Chevalier). Always keen to take quality theatre around the country and promote Australian performers, McCallum organized national tours. Actor Noel Ferrier later remembered being invited to join one of them: “I was suitably impressed by McCallum’s English theatre aura, which he wore like a toga!” he wrote. “Traveling with the McCallums was rather like trooping around with the Romanoffs before the Revolution. The circumstances of the period gave the whole caravan a feeling we were living through the last days of an era. John and Googie were among the last of a particular style of theatre which traded on mystique and glamour as much as performance.”

1965 saw McCallum become managing director of Williamson’s, but he wasn’t happy. The company’s Board had somehow become more interested in profits than in quality, and his opinions were often being ignored. Trying to gather cash for the Weird Mob film, he persuaded Williamson’s to put up a certain amount, but he had to scramble to find other investors, then remortgage his own house to make up the balance. McCallum (and the Board) found Michael Powell to be an uncommunicative and rather unpleasant man, and while popular domestically the film was a dead duck elsewhere. Williamson’s let McCallum know they had no further movie-investment plans. Worse, they intended to appoint a joint managing director to work with him.

He resigned.

“We were on holiday in Pittwater in 1966 and we were sitting there with this wonderful view and all our luggage packed up to go back. . . .” Googie Withers remembers. “And John said to me, ‘What would you say if we stayed on for a bit? I’ve got an idea for a television series. You see, nobody’s got kangaroos except Australia.” A lovely story, though completely untrue (as we’ll discover later). . .

The members of Fauna had to pay for the pilot film of Skippy themselves, and when they’d managed to shoot enough episodes to show an American distributor they were turned down flat (“We can’t understand the accents!”). Only a last-minute sponsorship deal with Kellogg’s put them on screens across the US, and the show was eventually bought by almost every country in the world that had a TV service. Skippy led to 1971’s Barrier Reef, a 30-minute children’s adventure series set on a research yacht, which also sold well.

Just after Fauna produced a feature film, Nickel Queen (starring Googie Withers), a new law suddenly swung everything their way: starting in 1971, Australian TV networks were obliged to increase their transmission of locally-made programs by 50%—and six hours of that each month had to be new Australian comedies or dramas. Fauna were ready to tackle big-time television: a one-hour series aimed at peak-time adult viewing and international sales.
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By 1971, Bonaparte’s executive producer Lee Robinson had made more features and quality TV episodes than any other Australian. A New South Wales native, he was born in 1923 into a family of strict Mormons, whose beliefs banned hot drinks, cinema visits, contraception (he had eleven siblings), and—or so he later told people, anyway—dancing. He left school at 12 with a head full of stories and a brilliant mathematical mind. He and his best friend, Peter Finch, later an acclaimed actor, found work with newspapers a little later.

Having lied about his age to join the armed forces during the War, he was with the Australian Army’s Military History Unit until ’46, then, just about to start work with Australian Broadcasting Corporation radio, he was offered a job writing documentaries for the government’s film production arm, the Australian Information Service. Planning a film about Northern Territory watercolor artist Albert Namatjira, Robinson was horrified to be told he’d have to direct it too. “I said, Christ, I’ve got no idea how to direct a picture! and my boss said, ‘There’s nobody around here that does.’ I was 23!” The film took five months to shoot, with Robinson and cameraman Axel Poignant officially based at a mission near Alice Springs, but actually lugging their provisions, tent and 16mm camera equipment out into the bush, and living with the Aboriginal people. While Namatjira had had success in city art galleries, Robinson wanted to show what life was like outside the white-controlled areas. Suddenly dropped into the startling reality of Indigenous culture, Robinson’s life was changed forever. He learned as much as he could about the local people, showing them they could trust him, and eventually undergoing initiation ceremonies to seal him into their group. The experience also brought him the friendship of a man called Nosepeg, who he’d regard as a brother forever after.

With no script, Robinson and Poignant were free to shoot whatever seemed interesting—and anything the local people allowed them to see. They found themselves filming tribal meetings (mainly because nobody there understood what a camera was), and captured unique footage of the Emu dance and a sacred Wild Dog corroboree. Blown up to 35mm, Namatjira the Painter became the first post-war documentary to get a domestic cinema release, but far more important to Robinson was its connection to Aboriginal Australia, and particularly the Northern Territory.

His short documentaries The Pearlers (showing the perilous lives of Malay and Aboriginal pearl-divers working off Australia’s northern coast), Outback Patrol (about a young policeman in the harsh Northern Territory) and Crocodile Hunters (showing people catching crocs by diving into billabongs and wrestling them) revealed real lives, and Robinson told their stories skillfully and respectfully.

While he was irritated by the petty bureaucrats and Government officials he had to report to, he was also secretly intimidated by the experienced, artistic and often University-educated people around him. Feeling that he had no way to compete with them apart from working harder than they did, he trained himself to cope with anything the bush could throw at him, endlessly testing his stamina and often going for days without sleep. It was an immersive, workaholic life that suited him—he was drawn to stories of pioneers and heroes, and particularly tales of the settlers who’d first ventured into the Outback. A socialist by nature, he was far more interested in exploring the lives of ordinary working people than any romanticized, Hollywood-style movie story.

“Generally speaking, I found myself most comfortable in the backblocks,” he said later. “You were finding the sort of fellows that you found in the War—they were the same type of people, and mostly were country fellows. Also, I think that the thing that greatly affected me was the fact that I could see so many blatant opportunities for film. There was always a great sense of this story has got to be told.”

While shooting a film about Outback children receiving their education by post, Robinson and Poignant survived a terrifying crash in an unlicensed plane, miles out in the bush: their out-of-control aircraft hit the treetops, lost both its wings, and smashed into the ground (“I rang my boss. The first thing he said was, “Is the camera all right?’”). He made his first dramatized documentary in 1951: Double Trouble showed two fictitious Australians overcoming their prejudices of foreign workers. Robinson quietly threw his weight behind several short films made by left-wing film-makers around this time, and wrote many radio drama scripts, but was also trying to put a feature together (for which he could never get funding).

Chips Rafferty was Australia’s best-known and most iconic actor—a sort of Down Under John Wayne (the fact that his real name was John William Pilbean Goffage didn’t seem to detract from his popularity). During 1951 Lee Robinson was hired to write scripts for Rafferty’s radio drama series Chips: a Story of the Outback. It wasn’t difficult work (“I could write a 15-minute radio in two hours,” he later admitted. “I remember once doing twelve in a day!”) and the two men got on very well, spending a good deal of their off-time moaning about how few Australian feature films were being made—American and British product flooded the cinemas, and the Australian government seemed totally uninterested. Rafferty suggested that he, Robinson and top cinematographer George Heath form their own company.

“At the time there were very few directors in Australia: Ken Hall, Charles Chauvel. . . .” Robinson said later. “Neither of them would work for anybody else, so Chips had to find a young director with whom he could work: me, though I had no background in drama. It was a big step to take.” He also had to write the script, but, expert at crafting specifically Australian stories by now, he wrote The Phantom Stockman, an adventure set in the Northern Territories (girl inherits cattle station, realises that her father was murdered, calls in legendary bushman and his Aboriginal friend, they find the killer, then return to the wilderness). Shot around Alice Springs, its less-than-£10,000 budget had been financed by the sale of £250 shares to local businesses and friends, bolstered by cash from Robinson himself, who sold his house to raise it. The film was released in 1952 and got poor reviews, but—most importantly—made a profit, partly because the story had been designed to be sold to the Americans as “a kind of Western” (and in fact its US title was Return of the Plainsman). Heath took a walk at this point, but Robinson and Rafferty carried on together.

King of the Coral Sea was an adventure story about a pearl diver investigating a murder. Costing twice as much as Stockman had, it was shot on location on Thursday Island, and co-starred Rod Taylor in his first film. It also did well.



Walk Into Paradise (a jungle adventure shot in New Guinea in 1955) told a story of an oil strike in uncharted jungle and the race to build an airstrip to reach it, and was financed partly by French co-producers. Adhering to the gruff hero/fascinating indigenous people/dangerous animal/plucky girl/spectacular scenery formula, it went on to become the highest-earning Australian film ever, and was the first Australian feature to go into competition at Cannes. Robinson and Rafferty soon found themselves running the most prolific film company in Australia, though their budgets were relatively tiny and their stories intentionally simple: “If you’re working in a known background like London or New York you can go for very different story lines,” Robinson explained later, “but if you’re working in a background that’s unfamiliar to your audience you have to be a bit conventional in your story, because audiences find it difficult to accept a totally new background and a really new story line at the same time.”

Dust in the Sun, shot in 1956, was about a bush policeman escorting an Aboriginal murder suspect across the Northern Territory for trial, but he’s also being hunted by an Aboriginal revenge group. It sounded great on paper, yet Rafferty and Robinson seemed to have lost their touch. Aboriginal actor Robert Tudawali got great reviews, but audiences found the film dull. The duo not only had to deal with a flop that wasn’t bringing its investment back, they’d also bought the Cinesound film studios, which they didn’t really know how to run at a profit.

After their subsequent films flopped, the company went bust and the two men dissolved their partnership, Robinson concentrating on High Adventure, a TV documentary series presented by well-known American broadcaster Lowell Thomas. During 1964 Robinson was in Tokyo, working on a film about Australian Olympic swimmer Dawn Fraser. “She rings my dad very late one night,” Robinson’s son, Tobe, remembers. “She’s in a Japanese police station, and she says, ‘Lee, I’m in big trouble! I was at a party and I’ve been arrested for stealing an Olympic flag from outside the Emperors’s palace,” (which she had done). “They’re gonna take my gold medals away from me! You have to get me out of this!’ And he goes down to the police station and he tells them he’s the Australian ambassador and he gets her out of jail!”

Robinson met John McCallum when he was hired to be production manager of Weird Mob in 1966. A few years later he became one third of Fauna Productions. It was pretty much impossible, they agreed, to make reliable profits from the Australian movie industry—domestic audiences were too small, and there was no guarantee of international release. TV drama with multiple episodes looked a much safer bet. Having discussed (and discarded) the idea of a Weird Mob series, Robinson set off on an international fact-finding mission. Studying television output wherever he could, he was struck by how important a show’s
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