The Courier-Malil October 4-5, 2008

A bent for crime films

Gold Coast criminal lawyer Chris Nyst has fashioned another film script from
his working life, writes Greg Stolz

It's all go, go go in the trendy offices of Gold Co  ast celebrity lawyer, novelist and filmmaker Chris Nyst.

“One minute it's law, the next it's film,” secretar y Sandra Garvie says as she ushers me into Nyst Law  yers’
boardroom.

The walls of the Southport firm are lined with orig inal artworks, some by Nyst himself and the firm’'s
litigation manager, Jason Murakami. Others are on display from a local gallery which collaborates wit h Nyst
Lawyers in regular exhibitions.

Nyst, who has represented the likes of former One N ation leader Pauline Hanson, conman Peter Foster an  d
“Postcard Bandit” Brenden Abbott, is not only a leg al eagle but a culture vulture as well.

While he doesn’t spend quite as much time on the se  t as he does in the courtroom, he is becoming almos  t
as well-known for his fictional works — in books an d film — as he is for his work in the factual world of law.

He has written three successful crime novels — Cop This, Gone and Crook as Rookwood - after securing a
book deal with publisher HarperCollins at the relat ively ripe old age of 45.

His screen-writing debut film,  Gettin’ Square, won nine awards, including an AFIl best actor gong f or David
Wenham.

Now, Nyst's latest celluloid offering, Crooked Business , is about to hit the big screen. It has a low bud  get
and cast of mainly no-name actors and real-life rog  ues Nyst pulled off the streets of the Glitter Stri p — where
the film was shot.

He hopes Crooked Business — an “edgy” crime caper in the style of Guy Ritchi e’'s Lock, Stock and Two
Smoking Barrels and Snatch — will be every bit as acclaimed as“ Gettin’ Square .

Melbourne underworld figure Mick Gatto describes Crooked Business as “Underbelly with a sense of
humour”.

Film industry bible the Internet Movie Data Base de  scribes the film as “a fast paced comedy of errors set on
Australia’s notoriously trashy (but always glitzy) Gold Coast".



Nyst describes it as “a little heist movie” about t wo likeable Gold Coast crooks — used-car salesman “  Stand-
Up” Stevie and small-time hustler EImo — who end up in possession of some stolen jewels.

This happens after Stevie finds himself in hot wate  r for selling a dodgy watch to bikie Russian Tony.

To buy his way out, Stevie agrees to do a job for|  ocal hood “Bondi Bob” McLean. All he has to do is fly to
Melbourne to pick up the jewels. When it all goes pear-shaped and gunfight breaks out, Stevie and EIm o
narrowly escape but, in the confusion, with the wro ng briefcase.

The briefcase belongs to Peter Cho, a Chinatown vil  lain with a deadly reputation. Inside is a rare go  -fast
potion said to turn an average horse into a race wi  nner. The only thing to do is trade off with Cho. How
hard can it be?

Very hard, if you're a couple of knockabouts like S  tevie and Elmo and you've got some heavy-duty
underworld types breathing down your necks.

“They’'re a couple of low-level crooks who get thems elves in a fix with other more serious people than
themselves, such as a bunch of Gold Coast gangsters , @ bunch of Melbourne gangsters and a bunch of
Asian gangsters,” Nyst explains.

“It's really just a little kind of heist movie wher e these guys, having got themselves into a bind, ha ve to
apply some of their street smarts to pull a job to get themselves out of the bind.”

v 7 W ' Nyst admits Crooked Business is a nod to Ritchie’s British
' . gangster black comedies but says it's unlike any fi Im made
before in Australia.

“Crooked Business is a very different film to  Gettin’ Square ,
he says. “ Crooked Business” is a real genre film The idea
was to do something fresh and different and a littl e more

edgy.

“l wanted people who have a concept of what Austral ian
films are to go and see Crooked Business and say ‘Hey,

that's not like any Australian film I've seen befor €.

“It's not a deep and meaningful film, it's not goin g to change anybody's life, there are no deep messa  ges.
It's a piece of pop culture.”

But Crooked Business almost didn’t make it into production.



A Brisbane production company was signed to finance and make the film, but the funding fell through.
Whereas Gettin’ Square was bankrolled to the tune of $7million by a Macqu  arie Bank/Channel 9/Hoyts film
fund, Nyst had to round up the money for  Crooked Business himself.

Private investors tipped in about $2million to make the low-budget movie, which was produced by Gold
Coast-based film and television production company Carbon Studio, headed by talented young filmmaker
Scott Corfield.

A distribution company, fronted by Murakami, was fo rmed as Nyst put together what he hopes will be a
successful “cookie-cutter” formula, or mini-studio, to make more films.

Crooked Business ’'s relative shoestring budget meant calling in favo urs from all over town. Friends,
associates and legal clients were brought in as unp aid extras.

Corfield, who went from behind
the cameras to in front of them
to play a bad guy, emerges as
one of the film’s stars.

Gold Coast Titans players Mat
Rogers and Scott Prince make
cameos and real-life Glitter Strip
bikie and racing identities
pepper the action.

A couple of dodgy-looking Gold
Coast journos, one of whom
may or may not resemble the
author of this piece, even put in
a blink-and-you-miss it
appearance.

“It's essentially a character
piece and we've got some authentic-looking heads in there,” Nyst chuckles.

We've got knockabouts from different walks of life ... bike gang members, colourful racing identities ...
sometimes it's hard to re-create a look in an actor . Sometimes there’s no substitute for authenticity

The film's only real name actors are comedian Anh D o (Footy Legends ), Anthony Brandon Wong ( The
Matrix ) and former Play School host Jay Laga’aia. But Nyst says all the cast mem  bers, most of them
unknowns, really shone.

“From a box office point of view, it helps to have established names, but from a filmmaker’s point of view,
the important thing is that you've got great actors ,” he says.

“The casting process for
Crooked Business was a really
exciting time because you're
seeing people bring your
writing to life. There are so
many little parts that people
have come in and done a
sensational job. Every time |
look at the film, | don’t have any
cringe moments in terms of the
acting.”

As with “ Gettin’ Square and his
three novels, Nyst says many
of the characters in Crooked
Business are based on people
he has come across in his more
than 30 years as a lawyer on
the Gold Coast. He is sure
some Glitter Strip figures will



see glimpses of themselves in the film, as pointed| y happened with his first book,  Cop This.

“A couple of guys, who some people might term as ne farious characters of note, kind of wanted to know
where | was going with some of the themes in ~ Cop This ,” he says with a wry grin.

“l just pointed out to them it was all just a work of fiction. It was all friendly enough ... or perhap s friendly’s
a bit too strong ... all civil.

“We came to an understanding.”

Nyst adds: “All of my writing is stolen from somewh ere. It's essentially observations | make of peopl e and
situations; they're twisted and bent around here an d there. None of them is an exact lift but it's al | a kind of
adaptation. Some (characters and situations) link with fact.”

Which is one reason why Nyst — whose latest high-pr  ofile clients are accused killers Jade and Dionne
Lacey, sons of millionaire Gold Coast identity Ken Lacey — has no plans to give up law any time soona nd
become a full-time flmmaker/novelist. The many co  lourful characters he meets and mixes with in his | eft
work are all potential grist for the movie mill.

“l don’t want to give up law, it is in fact my firs t love. My self-image is as a lawyer, first and fo  remost,” he
says.

“For me, the writing and the filmmaking is a great diversion. | mean | love being a lawyer but it's n  ice to
have that second element to your life. It's a lot cheaper than getting a mistress.

“And the thing about law is that you meet people. Some people say, ‘Well, it's great inspiration for you
because you meet a whole heap of crooks'. It'sact ually great inspiration because you meet a whole he  ap of
people. In a courtroom, you get to see what makes them tick. You've got human nature at work ... jealo  usy,
hatred, anger, revenge, stupidity.

“You take a drama that's happened on a big canvas a nd you have to compress it and stick it into a
courtroom. It intensifies it all, distils it.”

While Nyst has been described as Australia’s answer to John Grisham, he says he is not stuck in the cr  ime
genre. He is working on four new film projects, in cluding what he calls a “horror surfing movie” and a
vampire film, the latter set in Brisbane’s Fortitud e Valley.

“l think the vampire movie will be next — I've got a hankering for blood,” he says. Who thinks lawyer s aren'’t
really bloodsuckers?



