SON OF A GUN

A CHANCE HOLIDAY TO PAKISTAN INSPIRED A NOVICE FILMMAKER TO RIGHT THE MALIGNED IMAGE OF
THE PASHTUN PEOPLE. RUBY BOUKABOU
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in Augnst 2001, Ausrralian  paramedic
Benjamin Gilmourand his glelfriend decided
to venture into a country they knew nearly
nothing about — Pakistan, YWhen their bike
was confiscared on the border, they were
forced o venture in on foor and soan found
themselves in Darra Adam Khel, a small
village that is the main weapons supplier o
the population of the MNorth-West Frontier.
Despite the town's repuration, they found it
incredibly |!1mpi[.1hl{:.

Dishing our medicine ro celebrities on film
sets in London a shor dme later, Gilmour
wias becoming infuriared by the one-sided
post 911 press conceming the Pashiun
people, He believed they nesded o be seen
in their own light and not condemned for a
tribal code thar mandated them o provec

fugitives, Wich foreign filming furbidden
and no desire to have his story guided by
authoriries, he invested in a digital camera,
donned a bearskin and snuck back into
Darra, determined to restore balance 1o the
coverage of the Pashrun in flm,

The result is Son of @ Liow, a Caralyn
Johnson-produced doco Havoured  drama,
char has made the local Pashiun people proud
and the intemational media sic up. Afrer a
KI‘I‘.‘[.'FIi]'Il."_ at the recent Berlin Film Festival,
Gilmour reveals why: and how, be did ir.

“This village stuck in my mind— these lirtle
kids making guns and also the hospicality
of the beautiful people.” zays Gilmour in a
Japanese restaurant in East Berlin, “These
guys are fierce and they've got guns, but it
is only to protect themselves. The Pashiuns
just want to be left alone. And 1 believe

thar if they're given space they can combar
extremism within their midse. It is there
bur the majority in those teibal arcas are
moderate thinking Muslims who are peace
loving and they don't want trouble.”

In making Sen of @ Lisn, Gilmour was
secking to provide a platform for a local
story that balanced the lslamophobia he
was witnessing in the press and among
“educated,  intelligent back
home. He sought to share the humour

friends”

and humanity of the people wha had
welcomed him in 2001, “Tc was only
when [ saw [British Almmaker] Michael
Wintethorom's fn This World shot on a
MiniDV camcorder using non-professional
acrors in a similar environment that ]
realised | could possibly achieve my aim,”
he says,



Son of @ Lion is about a young lu.::,- who
yearns e go to school bur whose father
wants him to continue in the family
tradition of gun making, Ser in the small
vi”n.gu:. it involves a cast of L',ning uncles.
worried  grandmaochers,

strong  hathers

raunting rival kids and plenty of goats, The

plor weaves themes of politics, tradition,
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and shot with the locals over two years.
The rerm “embedded Almmaking” was

wround a lor by che Berlinale flm
press, reberring o Western directors
ng with locals as actors in remote

live with soldiers in 2 war rone,

Gilmour however, dislikes the description,
Stories  from  embedded positions  are
wsually depicred as closer o a “rruth”, but
Gilmour believes that they are wo ofien
shot and produced from their own side and
withour access 1o local, comman opinion.
“We desperately need more independent
writers and filmmakers willing o rake the
risks involved in becoming embedded on
the other side of the wenches.” he says.

Gilmour prefers to describe whar he made
as “exrrerns ;_;u:rriﬂ.l fi]mn’mking". where
most of the mditonal logistics would
cither hinder or negare the objecrive, “Son
af ¢ Lion 15 in fact a drama film,” says
Gilmour. “Ir is acred, bur the locals were
given immense {reedom o shape the story
and dialogues and o introduce unscripred
marerial, some af it in the form 1)I'Pn||'rica|
opinion; So it does have o documentary
feel ar imes and the way It was shot on a
MiniDV camera adds o this”

For producer Carolyn Johnson, Sem of

it Lion runs alongside films such as Ten
Caanoer and Hearr of Five which draw on
bﬂli'l I.‘I1'-..'..'|'|:-L'|'|[Jf:l .||Id \.lfﬂmﬂ f“hﬂiq‘“tﬂ
t tell a story. “Theres a contract with
the audience when you present such 3
look, that whar you're
seeing is real, as well as being entertaining.”
she says. In order to gain this authenricity,
Gilmour allowed his orginal script
dissolve in the nightly reading and laughter
of the locals "who found it hilarious”. He
rewrote the original father/son story with
the collaboration of the locals,

“Ben built the relarionship with the
Pashruns and held firm to everything,
staying credible o that world as held
experienced it.” says Johnson, "while |, along
with the editor Alison McSkimming Crofi,
[Il."‘. Llsl'd more on 'hL' MATTATIVE STILCTLINS A5 &
universal father and son story.”

‘documentary

This partnership berween a raw and
inspired  director alongside a seasoned
producer proved to be the difference
berween the creation of intriguing and
vilid web-citizen journalism and A-lisc film
festival marerial.

Jobnson could see the porenrial in the
rushes; she could see thar Gilmour had
uﬂl:]ul’.‘ ACCess Lo an arca 'hql[ e - one
was getting inw. She funded Gilmoir's
rerum trip while providing professional

made e Kite Runner 1o fly their rwo main
characters our, My characrers said o me,
"We're not going with any authoriries. We
will nor go willingly." Ir's Pasheun nature,
They will Aght. So T am worried,

Bur, thars a risk they were willing o
take 1o rell their story. They're very brave
people. They're more interested in having
people In the world know what they're
really like. They know about the image
they have. It's a tragedy for chem to be

» THE MAJORITY IN THE PASHTUN TRIBAL AREAS ARE
MODERATE THINKING MUSLIMS WHO ARE PEACE LOVING

post ]deuuiun — including an emotive
soundtrack by Amanda Brown.

“Carolyn was shrewd bur the ulrimare
oprimist,” says Gilmouor. “Sheld say, ‘Grear
but there’s just not enough and vou're going
to have ro go back.' And 1 was terrified. |
managed 1o get out alive... with my H:mugr
which hadn't been confiscared.”

Did he feel in danger? “Yes. We nearly
got caughr a few times. To ger around that
area we-were passing roadblocks every day,
I dida't have a permir, | was disguised, |
had a-camera ... for all they knew [ could
have been a spy.

“The aurhorities have a wendency to make
people 'disappear’. Do an interner search
to see how many Pakiseani journaliss
disappeared in cribal areas and wrned up
dead. This is the risk that 1 faced and the
risk anyone collaborating with me faced.
Thie stakes were very high.”

Even now Gilmour is worrled about
the safery of his scrors, particulacly with
a rfPUrt !FL'"TI an Audii:'n:c rm.'n'lbr.':r F g
opening nighr in Berlin thar a Pakistani
man in the middle of the audience had
pulled out 4 camera and filmed the credits
and lefr immediately afterwards,

“50 naturally I'im edgy,” he says. *1 don't
have the resources like the people who

aware that people around the world think
they're terrorises.

“After living with the Pashruns in the
south of Peshawar in no-go areas for almasy
a year, one leaves with a very clear picrure
of the character of this maligned and
misunderstood ethnic group who are all
oo rc-adil}' !urrlpr.'d in the ‘terronist’ basker,

“They are, in face, freedom-loving,
kind and generous people, with 2 unique
sense of irony and humour not unlike the
Australian sense of humour,

"Ordinary Pashruns believe, as | do, that
they can oppose local extremism without
Pakistani or foreign military interference,
which they despise.

“I think Blmmaking has 4 lor of porential
for reaching large audiences,” he says, “All
you need is a srrong idea and a camera, and
then you just go to the place — Alm ic. IF
you've got 4 strong enough story and your
heart’s in ir, you can succeed, I hope that's
inspiring to people.”

Sewr of @ Lion will premiere ar the
Sydney Film Festival in June followed by
i cinematic release in Auguse. This will
coincide with the release of the book,
Warrrior Poets, about Gilmaur'’s experiences
miaking the film on the I'runn::E. L
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