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“It’s a film-maker’s responsibility to put together something as 
accurate as possible,” is veteran documentarian Nick Broomfield's 
manifesto. Following 2006’s acclaimed Ghosts, he's taken his 
experiments with ‘real cinema’ to a new level with Battle for 
Haditha – digging as deeply into the principles of film-making 
as he does the universal issues surrounding this symbolic episode.
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“I
t’s great fun to play 
around with style,” Nick 
tells me, citing Day for 
Night – François Truffaut’s 
much-lauded film about 

making a film – as a creative influence. 
Certainly since the journalistic frustrations 
of 1988’s aptly-titled Driving Me Crazy, he’s 
carved a name for himself as a figurehead for 
what pigeonhole enthusiasts call les nouvelles 
egotistes: a growing breed of doc-makers who 
are themselves central to the action, together 
with the likes of Louis Theroux, Michael Moore 
and Morgan Spurlock.

It’s all-too-tempting to pin up his two 
most recent films as the start of a new 
chapter in his work, given their deviation from 
this trademark approach. Both are dramatic 
interpretations of controversial situations, 
with no bobbing boom or frantic chase in 
sight; unlike much of his personality-driven 
back-catalogue to date, both stories pivot 
largely on a specific series of events and 
the complex repercussions for the many 
characters involved.

But like his intriguing Anglo-American 
drawl, or one of his elusive heckled 
interviewees of past films, Nick's not that easy 
to box in: for him, both style and substance 
should remain organic. “I think about one 
project at a time; I never seem to have a 
problem finding my next film,” he insists. “I’m 
not one of these people with a list.”

The latest episode to pique his inquisitive 
instinct was the death of 24 Iraqi civilians in 
the small town of Haditha on 19th November 
2005, in the aftermath of a blast from an 
improvised explosive device (IED) that killed 
a young marine riding in convoy. Whilst initial 
reports from the US military claimed that the 
deaths were a direct result of the blast and a 
subsequent gunfight with hostile insurgents, 
Iraqi witnesses told a very different story – 
five unarmed men in a taxi shot dead as they 
approached the scene, and 19 more killed 
in three nearby houses in an act of violent 
retribution over the following hours.

It was an amateur video clearly showing 
the bodies of women and children shot in 
their homes, passed to an Iraqi human-rights 
organisation and then to Time magazine, 
that laced the affair with doubt. It identified 
flaws in the marines’ statement, prompting 
a formal inquiry. Although the initial 
conclusion was that it was collateral damage, 

things soon spiralled into a full criminal 
investigation, with several marines on trial for 
unpremeditated murder. For Nick, this was 
motivation enough to cement the blood-
soaked incident as an example.

“I’ve researched lots of subjects that I 
haven’t followed through,” he admits. “When 
you’ve got to be with them for a year, a year-
and-a-half, you might as well do something 
that is complicated enough, or has enough 
mystery to keep you going. I don’t like going 
into films knowing what the outcome will 
be: often it’s the discovery that’s exciting; 
changing your mind; meeting people with 
sides that you’d never imagined before. That’s 
what makes it worthwhile and fun.”

It’s a compelling approach: film-maker 
both directing the action and being swept 
up in it. “It’s all to do with storytelling. Any 
way you can tell the story better so it’s more 
real, more entertaining, more contemporary, 
is great to play around with,” is Nick's 
take. In the case of Battle for Haditha, this 
involved building a framework from what 
few indisputable facts were available – and 
letting the cast improvise the rest.

As with Ghosts – for which the painstaking 
research process included hiring Chinese 
students to pose as illegal immigrant workers, 
and posing as an Afrikaner worker himself to 
film the results with a hidden camera in his 
glasses – finding the right cast to carry the 
film was crucial. Not necessarily just for their 
acting skills, but for their genuine deep-rooted 
emotions, experiences and insider-knowledge 
that could steer both the general atmosphere 
and finer details more accurately than any 
stubborn director with a top-down vision.

Understandably, it feels like a 
documentary-maker’s approach to drama: 
letting the action unfold as naturalistically 
as possible. At first he considered going the 
full distance: tracking down the marines who 
had lived and breathed the sweat, smoke 
and blood of Haditha, and asking them to re-
enact the events of 19th November 2005. But 
in the flesh, as he told The Times, they were 
“fucked up, much too jittery. Some couldn’t 
keep still when we were talking to them.”

One of the most shocking elements 
during this initial research period was the 
marines’ “distressing and vulgar” sense of 
humour; arguably a coping mechanism to 
detach them from the shocking things they’d 
seen and done, but something Nick had to 

Ghost In  
the dark 
Going undercover

Posing as Afrikan, Nick filmed a day 
in the life of an immigrant worker 
hired to attach the 'freebies' to well-
known magazines in a Birmingham 
comic factory. If immigrants failed to 
do an hour's quota of gift stuffing, he 
discovered, they would forfeit the entire 
hour's wages.

Given the size of these quotas it would be 
a challenge for any newcomer, but the fact 
that he was wearing high-tech spectacles 
with an in-built camera – and paid rather 
too much attention to getting the right 
shots, using the extremely sensitive system 
– contributed to him getting sacked even 
before the day was out.

His fellow investigator, actress Ai Qin 
Lin, proved more nimble fingered and 
according to Nick would excel at each 
of the tasks – from sorting spring onions 
to hand-packing tacky collectables. This 
short time working side-by-side with 
immigrants helped him to form a strong 
bond with his female lead, and they still 
keep in touch.

According to Nick, the footage is always 
more genuine when the cameras are off – 
hence a style that has developed whereby 
he shouts 'Cut!’ at the end of a scene or 
interview, after which the crew simply tilt 
the camera down by their side, still rolling.

During the making of Ghosts, assistant 
producer Mark Hoeferlin even removed 
the red light from his camera – leaving 
no clue to the naked eye of what 
the camera was doing. This can help 
salvage moments of candid emotion, 
or bolster the confidence of those 
not used to being filmed – although 
the moral implications of misleading 
an interviewee in this manner for a 
straightforward documentary are of 
course open to debate.
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runner’s  
eye vIew 
working for Broomfield
 
According to Steven Krohne, runner on 
Ghosts, Nick will go out of his way for 
someone once he respects their work. 
"Even when off-duty, he'll still be working: 
he can't switch off," he reveals. "Once in 
the zone he’s fully focused, and in that 
sense a true packhorse – he’ll keep going 
until the job is complete.” 
 
Such a calm, tactful and controlled 
approach lends itself well to 
documentaries, which Nick describes as 
“building blocks, constructed by using 
a connecting logic.” Approaching each 
project as a blank canvas, he rarely reacts 
strongly and instead prides himself on 
steering characters towards a cathartic 
point of self-discovery. 
 
His own breakthrough moments he 
describes, somewhat poetically, as 
“getting through walls: an unbelievable 
high. An angel comes from somewhere in 
the worst moments, and sometimes you 
need to get to the worst moment to see 
the angel.” 
 
Nick takes care of himself, according to 
Steven: eating healthily and spending 
time at his relaxing converted Watermill, 
which he’s equipped with an edit suite. 
It’s a far cry from his first experience of 
film-making, working through the night on 
borrowed time and equipment.

fight through, alongside the jitters and the 
tranquilliser damage, to understand what 
they were really about.

Unable to work with those directly 
connected with Haditha – and with the trial 
just getting under way – the production 
favoured a more conventional call-out to 
casting agents with military connections, 
tapping into servicemen who had recently 
returned from active duty to keep that 
emotional resonance without jeopardising 
the whole project.

The highlight of their nine-month casting 
call was unearthing 22-year-old ex-marine 
and aspiring actor Elliot Ruiz, who at 17 
had been the youngest solider deployed 
to Iraq, and had already had his personal 
story dramatised in a Pulitzer-nominated 
play. Corporal Ramirez wasn’t any easy first 
lead role for Elliot: dredging up all manner 
of demons, it was a turbulent process that 
came to a head in an on-screen breakdown 
with an uncomfortable dose of realism. 
Iraqi civilians, many of whom had lost loved 
ones in the conflict, were also persuaded to 
lend their stories to the film as part of the 
predominantly amateur cast.

Despite responding to one symbolic 
episode, this fresh ammunition for the anti-war 
canon has an intentionally timeless quality. 
“Things like Haditha happen in any conflict, 
any war, anywhere,” reasons Nick. “The stuff 
that we filmed after the IED goes off is all 
based on reports: that’s all accurate, what 
happened in those houses. But I don’t want 
this to be seen as a forensic film. Haditha is 
a symbolic crime, but not such a rarity that it 
deserves to be looked at in isolation.”

While it may seem that the collective lens 
of the world’s media has been on Iraq since 
those first volleys were fired, it’s the Iraqi 
perspective that has been conspicuously 
absent thus far: and this is the edge Haditha 
brings to the public debate.

“It’s a film about the language of war, and 
the common humanity that people share,” he 
declares. “In any conflict there are different 
points of view; it’s rarely good and evil. 
But most journalists have been stuck in the 
Green Zone throughout, and genuine Iraqi 
viewpoints are few and far between.”

Accordingly, the research also included 
flying to Aman to meet civilian survivors of 
the massacre – “who were there on the day, 

and knew the people who were killed” – plus 
spending a week with insurgents who had 
been directly involved with Haditha, and 
quizzing the journalist from Time magazine 
who first broke the story into public 
consciousness. The next step was securing 
government reports and witness statements 
to build as accurate a picture as possible, 
from multiple sides.

Iraqi witnesses and insiders in the marines 
told the same story: that the killings were 
indiscriminate as a knee-jerk reaction to their 
colleague’s death. Most shocking of all were 
the protocols he found through conversations 
with marines: “Their standard operating 
procedure rules are so fucking hardcore. If a 
house is described as ‘hostile’, then you just 
kill everyone in the house. It doesn’t matter if 
it contains two-year-olds or the elderly.”

But while he admits starting the project 
with some bias against the marines, meeting 
them in the flesh and realising that these 
were poverty-stricken kids with little or no 
education, thousands of miles from home in 
a conflict they didn’t understand, muddied 
the waters somewhat: “The deeper I dug into 
the whole story, the harder I realised it was 
to take a side. It was hard to condemn them 
out of hand as cold-blooded killers. I hope 
people will feel that judgment should be 
passed on the war itself, the architects of the 
war, and the future of the war. These are just 
poor bastards who got caught up in it.”

“Everyone has some kind of blinkered 
view, and it’s interesting that in some of the 
cinema discussions after the film, the two 
main camps realised just how blinkered they 
are. That’s what happens in war – but most 
traditional war films tend to be black and 
white, good and bad.”

Nick's already made it clear that beyond 
the factual framework, the cast should make 
the piece their own, so I ask how he sees his 
own role in the production – particularly in 
still relatively unfamiliar dramatic territory.

“I enable people to deliver their 
performances in as relaxed a way as possible, 
and as real a way as possible,” he responds, 
after a short pause and a contemplative hmm. 
“It’s creating an environment that people can 
work in that makes them feel alright to be 
themselves, particularly if you’re working with 
non-actors. They shouldn’t be embarrassed: 
you want them for who they are.”

Of course, dramatic interpretation or 
not, Battle for Haditha has a grounding in 
fact – and was released while the trial was 
still in progress – so surely directorial control 
was crucial in places? “When dealing with 
specific milestones in the report, details from 
a legal document, we had to control people 
pretty tightly,” he confirms. “They couldn’t say 
whatever they wanted in those situations.” 

“We worked from a pretty rigid structure 
of the story, but I was often steered by what 
they had to contribute: ‘We wouldn’t do it 

 The greatest  
 thing that film 
has is the ability to 
describe real time.
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no-nonsense style instantly clashes with 
the whirlwind that is Courtney Love. As 
he becomes aware of very real threats 
faced by all journalists choosing to 
write about the turbulent couple, the 
film's sentiment takes a clear directional 
change. Courtney's wrath and oppressive 
aggression is exposed as Nick quietly 
unravels the details.

Biggie and Tupac (2002)
This film was an opportunity to both delve 
into one of the biggest can of worms in 
US rap history, and reflect the somewhat 
shady world of the LAPD. Having lived in LA 
for several years, Broomfield investigates 
the dubious practices of the force, 
speaking to witnesses and family friends 
alike – many of whom actually faced death 
threats after opening up on camera.

Aileen Wuornos – Life and Death of a 
Serial Killer (2003)
This is a breakthrough film in which the 
American judicial system is put under 
scrutiny. Although one thread examines 
whether Eileen killed in self-defence, 
the question of capital punishment in 
general is ever-present – particularly what 
message killing a mentally ill person sends 
out to the world. Anyone who’s seen the 
Oscar-winning Monster should also watch 
this poignantly insightful film.

BroomfIeld In BrIef 
five docs that helped define him
 

“These are not pseudo actors; they’re 
real people who are being themselves,” he 
asserts. “That means you have to shoot in a 
different way; in real environments. You can’t 
shoot them on a set ‘cause then they have to 
act, and they have no training in acting; they 
don’t know what the fuck they’re doing.” 

Based in Jordan – Iraq was clearly too 
dangerous – the cast and crew lived as a 
community. “I had to create a barracks for 
the marines to live in, and the Iraqis were 
living in houses. If you’re shooting reverse 
angles, lighting the bejesus out of something 
and having hundreds of people standing 
around the set, you’ve got to have actors. It’s 
very, very difficult.”

By way of example, the bathroom in which 
Cpl Ramirez breaks down – purging himself of 
all those years of pent-up anguish – doesn’t 
open up into a world of runners, tracks and 
dollies. It’s the actual bathroom used by the 
cast and crew. Maintaining the ‘real cinema’ 
approach are very long cuts. For the heart-
rending mourning scene, the camera rolled 
for 40 minutes straight – no-one was going 
to ask the genuinely distressed women to go 
one more time for luck.

“I think the greatest thing that film has is 
the ability to describe real time,” argues Nick. 
“I don’t like lots of cuts: it’s really interesting 
to see a conversation, for example, or how 
long it takes for an argument to develop, 
rather than just cutting to an argument. 
We’re used to seeing things in real time, and 
cinema has the exciting ability to do that.”

“I grew up with anthropological, 
observational films: the most interesting thing 
was seeing a long conversation between two 
guys in some weird language, with subtitles. 
You get a sense of their rhythm, how they do 
things, what their humour’s like – no other 
art-form can do that.”

For Haditha he picked up countless tricks 
from special effects supervisor David Harris, 
including how to set up action shots to keep 
a lot of movement in the camera. “Certain 
things, particularly action, are also much 
more involving in real time than if you cut to 
the effect all the time,” he concludes. “It’s 
much more threatening if the human eye 
sees it as being real.” 

LINks
www.nickbroomfield.com
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 All forms of   
 storytelling are 
interesting; I just  
happen to have grown 
up in a tradition of 
documentaries.

Who Cares? (1971)
Nick's first project was made whilst he 
was still a Politics student at Exeter. Shot 
in Liverpool, it depicts the impact of 
the government's decision to replace 
tenement housing with tower blocks. With 
"an old lady who he drank lots of tea 
with" as narrator, this poignant black-
and-white film was his original labour of 
love. Made with a camera he borrowed 
from a rugby club, it highlights his early 
determination and took a staggering one 
and a half years to edit as he nocturnally 
took advantage of the uni’s editing 
equipment.

Behind The Rent Strike (1979)
In this early film about the rent strikes up 
North in the ‘70s, a feisty political activist 
named Ethel decides to give Broomfield 
a political education. Her wake-up calls 
and constant dressings down make for a 
great watch: “The only way you’ll really 
care about these issues is if you’re in it,” 
she reprimands him. “But you're not, and 
you can go home in fifteen minutes." It’s a 
credit to his lack of ego that he left this in 
the final cut, reflecting on his own class as 
an integral part of the film.

Kurt and Courtney (1998)
Originally meant to address Kurt 
Cobain's music, this soon evolves into a 
film about free speech: Nick's deadpan 

this way; we’d do it this way.’ I let them use 
their own language, being mindful that I 
didn’t want them acting being a marine: I 
wanted them being themselves. In a sense, 
they’re the experts – you don’t need one of 
those experts standing by.”

Given their deeply personal roots in the 
conflict, and intimate connections with 
its victims, surely the cast had their own 
agendas, even if the director endeavoured 
to avoid one of his own? “The film is all 
about agendas,” is the simple answer. “The 
marines, the insurgents, the people who get 
caught between those two forces, all have 
their own rationale for what they do. It’s 
about presenting those three agendas as 
accurately as possible, to an audience who 
probably has their own preconceptions.”

“Showing the film around, an Iraqi 
audience is very pro insurgents – would they 
even have taken money to do what they 
did? They see them as patriots. An American 
audience is always much more defensive 
about the marines.”

Three strands of narrative bind the 
film together, representing these three 
viewpoints: the pair of newly-recruited 
insurgents paid to plant the IED, the marines 
who seek revenge for its fatal detonation, 
and the civilians who are cut down 
indiscriminately as a result – several of whom 
see the bomb being planted in their quiet 
neighbourhood and choose to keep quiet. 

While the brutality of the wider insurgency 
comes across, the two that plant the bomb 
are nervous and inexperienced, acting 
clumsily in the name of patriotism – but 
tellingly manage to flee the scene unharmed 
as gunfire erupts. The marines are brutal, 
dehumanised and reduced to killing machines 
by fear and rage, but ultimately emerge 
as pawns in a game much larger than 
themselves, endorsed by orders from above 
and crippled by remorse. 

Iraqi civilian life is sketched out in various 
short episodes – a party to celebrate a 
circumcision, a boy playing with a goat, 
a family going to market – but this third 
group is finally crushed from both sides, with 
nowhere to turn. Crucially for Nick, all involved 
re-creating elements of their own lives, not 
acting several stages removed from it.

Some 15 years before Ghosts, his first 
venture into directing drama – 1989’s glossy 
Hollywood fare Diamond Skulls, starring 

Gabriel Byrne – he found overwhelming 
as a process, and readily admits to being 
embarrassed by the result. Does mindless 
escapism just not appeal?

“All forms of storytelling are interesting; I 
just happen to have grown up in a tradition 
of documentaries,” he reflects. “But I don’t 
like celebrity and all that goes with it: I enjoy 
getting to know normal people and their lives. 
For me, it’s about combining that with telling a 
structured story in an accessible way.”

Unlike 1989's self-confessed blip on Nick’s 
CV, both Ghosts and Battle for Haditha shun 
the studio lights and contrived repetition of 
Hollywood to reveal something deeper.

Page 120: Global hit play Black Watch brings 
the Iraq conflict to the stage – and its male 
lead is straight out of drama school


