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The image I will always have of Mike Chirgwin is him sitting in a darkened edit suite. Just one lamp is burning as he works at his Steenbeck. With white editing gloves to avoid scratches he holds up a length of 16 ml film towards the light. Surrounded by stacks of film cans and cloth bins with yards and yards of dangling film and sound hanging there in the gloom, our stories are waiting for his magic. The cutting room, you see, is the most important place in Mike’s creative universe. It’s there that he works the alchemy that makes him one of the finest editors so many of us here treasure. Such a wonderfully talented and greatly loved man. 
Wherever Mike worked there was always music…a turntable close by and a vinyl record spinning something good. David Salter, with us here today, recalls Mike’s sheer delight in sharing a track from the Beatles or an exquisite classical piece. He would put up a little sign that read, “The Record Now Playing is….”, just like you’d see in the best music shops. Mike and I were working on a 60 Minutes report about the slow-choking agony of the great Murray/Darling River system in the age of climate change. He took Eric Clapton’s weeping guitar from the song, “River of Tears” and cut a truly brilliant sequence with no narration at all, just stunning film work and a crying guitar.  I think this love of music bonded quite a few of us who go back to the ABC of the 1960s when Mike began at Channel 2 Gore Hill as a very young, assistant film editor. Those studios were demolished years ago but I still remember the spread of excellent filmmakers across so many programs. Mike worked with the best of them on This Day Tonight and Checkerboard and his work shone on Four Corners and A Big Country. For those of us who were ABC foreign correspondents, Ray Martin, Allan Hogan, John Pennlington and the late Paul Lyneham, we knew that if Mike Chirgwin was cutting our longer reports for Four Corners, the story was in hands you could trust.
I wish some other fine storytelling friends, especially Gerald Stone and Caroline Jones, could come back to tell you how much they too respected Mike’s skills or if Peter Luck were here he could explain how he just had to lure Mike away from the ABC to edit the Logie-winning blockbuster series, This Fabulous Century. David Salter was part of that talented team back in 1979 and he says when the episodes came in with a huge ratings hit they would crack a bottle of champagne. Mike of course would down his glass of bubbly still sitting at the Steenbeck, still with his white gloves on. He would just keep on working. With that team Mike went on to edit another major series, titled The Australians, about some of our national heroes. Then he got pulled in to work on action film heroes on George Miller’s Mad Max II, The Road Warrior. There’s an old photograph from 1981 in which you can see Mike having so much fun cutting one of the chase sequences with the red Ford Falcon known as the Bat Car.  Mike was a bit like that Bat Car, flat out, full throttle, editing with speed, looking for the next project around the corner and always keen to expand his range.  
Personally, I also found him to be a thoughtful and quietly serious man, intellectually sharp and very curious about important issues. For example, he edited Curtis Levy’s film, Up for Grabs, which explained the long Aboriginal Struggle for Land Rights. Mike’s empathy on this subject lasted for the rest of his life. We made a handful of short films on Aboriginal health, education and human rights. When Neil Finn played a solo concert in Sydney Town Hall in a benefit for the Fred Hollows Foundation, Mike’s edited film of Aboriginal people was up on big screens with Neil on his piano in the centre of a packed house. It was a memorable night that made a difference to the lives of others.
During a long friendship with the prolific director, Bill Bennet, in 1983 they made Cattle King, a drama/documentary about the legendary Sidney Kidman. Bill’s partner, Jennifer Cluff, acted in that film and both are here because they treasure Mike’s warmth and hail his special talents. Bill says that without doubt Mike’s knowledge and editorial use of music, particularly classical music, was unsurpassed. Mike also edited Bill’s television movie, Shipwrecked back in 1984. He then cut a documentary for William Bemister entitled Spytrap: The True Story of Petrov and Philby.
After Mike arrived at 60 Minutes around the same time I did in those early years I remember his stunning editing in 1985 on a classic George Negus report on Serra Pelada, Brazil’s largest and most dangerous gold mine. Marion has mentioned to me how she has watched that story with amazement. Here was a massive hole in the ground with thousands of men digging by hand and dying in terrible numbers. The scale and impact of these carefully edited film scenes display all of Mike’s skills blending natural sound, extraordinary images and of course the emotional power of music. 
In his eighteen exhausting years at 60 Minutes, Mike edited hundreds of films but I know he was proudest of the serious stories. I watched him on occasions hold his ground to make an editorial point with senior producers.  He was full of excellent ideas, always willing to speak up about structure of a film and to keep working to improve the narrative. This is the art of collaboration and with Mike it was a joy. He even had the patience to sit down in the edit room with Bob Hawke to explain a few basics when the former Prime Minister tried his hand at reporting.
Nearing his own half-century, Mike was a genuine font of wisdom and experience. He generously shared this knowledge with every younger person who came into this merry band of brothers and sisters. There was great camaraderie. After the ‘all-nighters’ toiling for long hours to get an important story to air, Mike would lead the way to a very long lunch. Picture Mike and good mate Cliff Neville tucking into a huge grilled fish and yarning with a glass of fine wine in their hands. Well, here’s to them both.
In 1997, when Princess Diana died tragically in Paris, Allan Hogan tells the story of how Mike was flown to London in a rush with the daunting task of editing a 20-minute story in less than 20 hours. After a breathless video shoot, working in an unfamiliar digital editing suite, Mike stayed perfectly calm. He brought in that finished piece over a satellite feed just one hour before it went to air that Sunday night.  That is what made Mike Chirgwin exceptional.
In the new millennium he decided that he was not going to burn out or rust in the old editor’s cottage under the Nine Network’s transmission tower. Both of those are gone too.  When he and Kath moved up here to the beauty and freshness of the mountains, they became true Blackheathens, heavily involved in this community. 
Mike quickly set up a home editing suite. We had seen him at Sixty Minutes easily handling the switch from film to digital editing on the AVID machine. He was always so enthusiastic and adept at transitions to new technology. He loved new gadgets too. I think it was sitting with Mike I first heard the words, “Hey Seri”.  He wasn’t so happy when lightning strikes here in the mountains knocked out the dodgy internet when he was deep in editing. 
Now Kath will tell you and some other old friends gathered here including Helen Grasswill and Anita Jacoby, that Mike kept on working over the last twenty years of his life because he had a passion for all kinds of storytelling. A personal film for a friend, a film for a good cause or at the other extreme he cut a two-part Australian Story about the serial killer Ivan Milat which won a Logie in 2010 for best documentary.  
A very special film Mike brought to life with a group of Australia’s leading artists and troubadour musicians, was titled East Coast Encounter, and it told the story of Aboriginal first contact with James Cook and the crew of the Endeavour. Mike was thrilled to see this film expressing the views of our First People and he took a bow when it became part of the permanent history collection of The Australian National Maritime Museum and then be exhibited for a year in the British National Library in London at the 250th anniversary of Cook’s famous voyages.  I am pleased that some of Mike’s many films have a lasting home, along with half a century, a ‘fabulous half century’ of his talented output in various film archives. His family can always be proud of his many accomplishments.
There are many good folks here today who also know Mike from his role as a founding member of Blackheath’s Theatre Company. He loved filming these performances because he felt at so at home with this community. When the blooms burst out for the annual Rhododendron Festival in November some here will remember how Mike always filmed your legendary ‘Rhodo Revues’, the musicals, as well as the annual Choir Festival. Still drawn to the music until the very end. 
A generous man with a golden heart. A loyal and true friend. I know so many of us here will say, Mike, I am glad we walked this road together.

 Jeff McMullen. Leura 29th August 2024.
