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A full-time photographer with the United Nations, Martine Perret has often found herself in
the middle of violent conflicts as she documents the organisation’s peace-keeping activities.
Interview by Alison Stieven-Taylor

racer bullets scream across the night sky, dust full-time to the United Nations (UN), This scene - which It is Robert McFardane's fault | went to East Timod
from exploding earth and shatterad trees fills wias played out in Burundi, a land-locked African coun she laughs
and DR Congo was attending his master-class

the air with a thick haze. people run blindly try bordered by Rwanda, Tan

trrougn the streels in an atten was the first assignmer riene with the LI asked the students what they

panic adding 1o confusion. And a lon as a volunteer, It was 2004, Ar the fime Martine was ing. | had been ralking 1o a Timorese guy that morning
stands her ground to capture history as it unfolds iving in Timor Leste (East Timor). Sheid first visited this at a cafe and he was excited about his country’s inde

This photographer is French-Australlan Martine country to cover the independence celebrations two pendence. 50 when it came for me to answer Robert's
Parret, today one of only ningé photographers assigned vears earlier as a freglance photographer question, | said | was going to East Timor
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LEFT: Peppi getting dressed, Dili, East Timor.

BELOW: Tuta getting ready for a fashion show,
Dili, East Timor.

BELOW LEFT: Women crying at Alfredo Reinado’s funeral
in Dili, East Timor.

Through her contacts Martine applied as a
Ui volunteer
‘One day | gor a call and was old the alections are

going to be on in Burundi and we need a photogra-

pher and do vou want to go
i Ol and | needed the work

Burundi was. | went there and it was a huge change

from East Timor which vas politically quiet in

con. I Burandi

e first night, a girlfrlend of
! adventure into the I“ Tﬂ Afl‘il:a ming

t1g After shooting her photo essay on the East Timor inde me up and we wi

with an electoral team picked

5o there

-

lone many times in her life, A ant to a really dodgy, crappy hotel, At

rance with a dearese in Inter- pendence celebrations Martine returned to Australia night there was shooting in the hills and you could see
mational relations and a thirst (o see the world, In the * Lol freel; = work was diminishing with the dallles the tracer bullets and I'm thinking "Where am 1" was
m vay 1o Australia, Oy oC0 and my ral down, | dicdn't think really freaking” Martine wrundi for a yea
= met her partner and settled in & i 8] there When the UN mission starts up, it's frantic. You
“Thare was no claar path that led me 1o phatoq | weas starting o think !l:-::-__r._;'.ul".j'_:::":!I"I:.l:'h.ll.l have no desk, no CoOmpues ":-.|'|-:|:.II-SZ-- AT a

raphy. | just started to take night classe and then all of a sudden | thought Tm an idiot. | just kr

lhadan t to East Timaor las Whiy don’t | try th assignment in Bur

massacre site full of rebels and mines and headless

French to make

the tim

she attemnpted w pick up freslance work, A chance Lat’s see what | ctims. That was going 1o be my Monday morning job

an the pict What was pr | thought it was ridiculous and | refused

nto an 18-month And thank God | did, as we learned later we had

photojournallsm quickly made contacts bean given wrong Informatian, it was a set-up. It sur
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prised me because | never refuse a job, but this
one sounded too Crazy”

Emotional Exhaustion
After her time in Burundi, Martine was emaotionally
exhausted and ready to resign.

°| went 1o France in winter to visit with my parents,

but it was (oo cold so | headed 1o Bali 1o relax, After
two months | was bored and went to Aceh, It was a
year-and-a-half after the tsunami and | needed to do
sormething creative for myself, | stayed there for two
months and did a multimedia piece; a self-funded, 25
minute film about a fishermans life after the tsunami. |
followed my fisherman everyday. It was really great”.

By March 2007 Martine was back in Africa, caught
up in the fighting between the Republican Guard
and MLC troops in Kinshasa in the eastern part of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo,

*| worked non-stop Tor 48 hours. There was shool-
ing In the streets, the whole city had shut down and
bombbs were going off. That was my first really strong
experience because we ware evacuating and | had 1o
photograph the evacuation. Can you Imagine a city of
sie million and it is empty except for the dead bodies?
It was pretty confronting. And we were evacuating
people and some died next 1o me while we were
driving tham. It was really intensa’

As many photojournalists have told me over the
years, plunging deep into her work and focusing on
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. ChI saldier in Kambutso,
Demogfatic Republic of the Congo.

‘I always remember that man who died next to

me. | didn't know who he was, but he was in total
delirium and kept saying the same thing over and
over again and he then just died. This pained me.”

getting the shots shielded Martine from the horrors
shie was witnessing, if temporarily.

“Seeing people dying in front of you is pretty
disturbing. | was concentrating on the peacekeep
ers. You know; when shit is happening what is the
UN doing? it's my job to show they are busy helping
and evacuating. In Kinshasa there was a lot of distress,
people were locked In compounds and it was very
dangerous, We had to liberate them”

As she continues, Martines French accent thickens
with the telling of the tale,

“At this moment my rofe is 1o be the witness and
to record what is happening and, as long as | am doing
that, I'm fine. It's at night time your mind plays up, and
| always remembser that man who died next 1o me, |
didr't know who he was, but he was in total delirium
and kept saying the same thing aver and over again
and he then just died,. This pained me’

After two frantic days photographing the mayhem
and sending phatos to New Yark, Marting finally was
able to rest in an abandoned house. Sitting in what
had once been someone’s home in the now shattered
city, she couldn't stop thinking about ... all the children
In the world going through war and how terrible it
must be, Those of us who live in Australia or France
dan't know that kind of existence, | thought about
those who live with war everyday and | was going
through it for the first time In my life. It is terrifying’

In Perspective
The Kinshasa experience still rattles Martine, but she
uses it to put her own life in perspective,

“When I'm having a bad day, it's like Come on,
snap out of it All the people living In horrible situa-
tions, all the places where there are daily bombings. It
taught me a lot of things, | didn't suffer from depres-
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RIGHT: Portuguese FPU (UN police) patrol.

BELOW: FARDC (the DE Congo army) participating in
tactics training.

“‘Can you imagine a city of six million and
it is empty except for the dead bodies? It
was pretty confronting.”
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ston afterwards, but there is one thing | wish | could

still da today and that is talk it through with someane

because | never did, but | am okay with it I'm fina

w living history, There have

been a ot of things happen, but now T 15 fairly quiet,
There isnt a kot of quiet'in the life of a UM

photographer. 5o when Martine found she wasn't yiriend who is married with two children

raph she is standing with her baovfriend

Mg WE 1

soamiething fi 5 ent in search of ] bed, When | took 1 ture it was hilari

et to be tol e painting of Christ on t il kept 1
ing down. She kept putting him back up and, as soon

as | shar, it fell down again, To me T was perf

d just had sex

=M in a veny private moment

T Timee now over. In June shie left

: Sahara with the UM for a three-week
_ - - mission, Asked what she was going to do sfter that
UN photographer Martine Perret. Portrait by David Dare she answered with a very French shrug of her shou
Parker. ders and a broad grin that sald, "'Who knows, baut it
e, P

Alison Stieven-Taylor is an author and photog-
rapher based in Melbourne, For more information
: visit www.realityillusion.com and wwwastloveslife,
d a lot blogspaot.com. Her latest book, Rock Chicks, profiles the
LIn leading female rock stars from the 19605 o today.
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Photography by Martine Perret, copyright 2010,
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