ARTICLE: Twin Stars
Ever wondered what it’s like to be stunt performer? The exciting lifestyle, the people you would meet, and the skills you would acquire? Well fortunately enough we have two that are willing to share their experiences with us, Mark and Mike Duncan. In fact they are actually twin brothers, known in the industry as ‘The Duncan Twins’, and are the founders of TwinstarStunts. In taking a slice out of the life of these two very real and exciting stunt men (actually their official title is ‘stunt actors’), you’ll see just how much actually goes into the training and preparation of the few who are part of this fascinating industry.

Upon meeting the twins, the first thing that stands out is their humility. After coaxing them to divulge all their experience and abilities for this article, it then became even more apparent as to how humble they truly are. One look at their resume and you wonder how they are capable of knowing and doing all these things.
Having been born in Liverpool NSW, it was quite early on that their family moved to the North West NSW countryside, a town called Warialda. Their earliest memory of martial arts training was with their father, who began instructing his sons in Kung Fu from the age of four. After having seen their first “Jackie Chan film at about the age of five”, it seems they were hooked. Wanting to emulate what they saw on screen and searching for the next adrenalin charge, whether it came from martial arts training, gymnastics, driving cars or motorbike riding- they were into it. 
Having been “country boys” as they recall, allowed them the opportunity to play and practice in a convenient environment with tools they would later be using in their chosen field. In hindsight we see this is what actually paved the path to their ‘stuntman’ careers of today. They simply “felt that passion to get into it”- ‘it’ being stunts, and when “mum saved up to buy us a video camera when we were fifteen years old”, they could now record and study what they were doing. This allowed them to make corrections and even change the angle of their home made stunts so that it “looked real on camera” Mark remembers. 
At the age of sixteen whilst continuing their higher school education in Warialda, they knew exactly where they wanted to be, so they traveled back and forth to Sydney and found an agent who would find them acting work, up until they were able to get into the stunt industry they so passionately pursued. 

In the years that followed they continued working and learning, cross training in as many stunt work disciplines as possible, as well as developing a connection and friendships with those in the industry. They continued their volunteer work with rural fire and state rescue teams, and even began their own armed security business on the side. 

In 1999 they had a break through when they began work on “Actionman Lives, a martial arts stunt show at Wonderland” which was a large theme park in Sydney’s South West. From there Mike recalls, “we met the right people in the industry to work with, gain experience and earn respect. We had more acting jobs, twin jobs mostly, luckily for that as it landed a lot of work. We were then able to meet the criteria which gave us the necessary direction to continue to gain qualifications, which finally led to us being graded”. 
Then at the age of twenty they began earning “work as stuntmen. Our first mainline stunt was on the film ‘Invincible’, executive producers were Jet Li and Mel Gibson. We worked alongside good friend Bren Foster (yes that’s the same Bren Foster of martial arts fame), who we knew from working at Wonderland”. Bren at the time was an actor on the movie, yet as it turned out, Bren later sought out the twins when he was to be trained up for some aspects of stunt work, prior to his own grading in the industry.
A stunt performer, who would be required to double for dangerous film sequences and for other specialised stunts such as fight scenes, is considered above all a skilled replacement. Mark is quick to advise;

“Stuntmen train and rehearse on a daily basis to ensure they are in peak condition in order to perform any stunt. It can sometimes take days or even weeks of preparation or rehearsals for just a few seconds of screen time. The goal is to make a stunt look difficult and dangerous, but do it in the most spectacular and safest way possible”.

Keeping in mind the myriad of stunts we see on film- taking place on land, sea and in the air, I wondered about all those skills they had to learn.

“There is no one course you can do to become a stunty. Stunt performers are skilled in all sorts of areas and require years of training. It’s not just a job, it’s a lifestyle”, Mark reasoned. Just to break down what he means by ‘lifestyle’, feast your eyes on the following list of licences the twins have both been certified for or gained through experience, including; 

driver's licence – C, firearms licence/accreditation, boat licence , First Aid officer certified, State Emergency Service: Vertical Rescue, Martial Arts Black Belt certified, Rural Fire Service member certified, Advanced Resuscitation certified, Firearms Safety certified, motorcycle licence – R, security licence, Baton & Handcuff accredited, Rescue Officer / Disaster Rescue, State Emergency Service: Safety Officer, Advanced Driving Training certified, Bronze Medallion and St. Johns Senior First Aid.
Here are their stunt skills;
car rolls (including preparation & rigging), driving on & off road, precision driving and events driving courses, motorbikes on and off road / motor cross and trick (wheel stands - stoppies - donuts - burnouts - cannons), quad bikes (trick), gymnastics (trampoline- mini tramp - floor work), Martial arts (Muay Thai, Taekwondo, Kung Fu, Karate, Judo, Wrestling), Body control, Fight choreography, Fire Arms / SWAT techniques, weapons proficiency (butterfly knives - nunchaku - sword – bo staff - sai - arnis), archery, Jerk backs / squib hits, Fire- full body (that means them being lit on fire), Break falls, Stair falls, High falls (that includes off tall buildings) and Rigging (rope work - box rigs).
With all that training and experience, ‘The Duncan Twins’ have worked on countless movies, television shows, commercials and live shows. In the following, they give us a candid look into their work and their opinions on the martial arts.
What stand out projects have you worked on in the past, what are you currently on and what's coming up in the near future? 

We have worked on films including ‘Superman Returns’, ‘The Matrix’, ‘Stealth’, ‘The Mask 2’, ‘Australia’(where amongst other things Mark doubled Jack Thompson) and a lot of local shows such as ‘Home & Away’, ‘All Saints’ & ‘McLouds Daughters’. We are currently working on the new series of ‘Gladiator’, also we have just signed to a new series called ‘The Package’ with Paul Fenech, the creator of ‘Fat Pizza’. A huge buzz is seeing martial artists that we used to watch as kids and now working alongside them, people like Jackie Chan, Jean Claude Van Damme and Richard Norton. 
I think one of the most humbling experiences was to work alongside one of my favourite performers, Hugh Jackman, on the upcoming film Australia. Seeing him as a person and feeling his genuine strength of character, where he would take the time to personally introduce himself to the crew and treating everyone as his equal. It struck me as refreshing to see someone stay humble after achieving so much. 

I still stop and think that it’s amazing that we now get to work with the stunties that we wanted to be when we were young.
You mentioned you’ve both been working behind the scenes on the upcoming Gladiator series. Are you able to tell us much on the type of training involved in the series?

Most of it revolves around functional training, incorporating gross motor skills and injury prevention. Body awareness plays a pivotal role in this type of work and most of our background is rooted in martial arts including Judo, Wrestling and gymnastics- therefore there is a lot of these techniques involved. Apart from the obvious physical benefits that come from these training backgrounds there is the psychological benefit associated with these demanding sports, which is essential.
Back on the martial arts, seeing you've both made an occupation by following your passion for an adrenalin packed lifestyle, do you follow any of the competitions in Australia or abroad, such as the UFC or any MMA bouts? 

Yes both of us follow martial arts competition both here and abroad, we are both fans not only of the UFC , but of Pride when it was around and we are still fans of K1 kickboxing and MMA. As far as the UFC is concerned, as stuntmen we are fans of the Hayastan Grappling Systems run by Gene Lebell and Gokor Chivicvhyan who are stuntmen and their protégée Karo Parisyan. From a stuntman’s perspective MMA really is the pinnacle of martial arts athletic achievement. It incorporates such a broad amount of skills both psychologically and physiologically that it is amazing. It is difficult for people to understand what these guys go through not just physically, but all the things they sacrifice to live this lifestyle in the hopes of one day succeeding, this is something both of us can relate to.

How do you see the martial arts industry developing in Australia? 

Martial arts in Australia is such a broad term, I mean the way I see it Australia has great potential for combat sports such as Wrestling, Judo, Boxing, BJJ, Muay Thai, Kyokushin Karate and Kickboxing, it also has potential to do very well in performance based martial arts like extreme martial arts which has such a high level of gymnastics and martial arts stunts performed. Having said that, there is a tendency in our modern day society for people to want things done quickly, with the least amount of effort. There are a lot of Mcdojos all over the place that allow a person to gain black belts and sensei rankings in an extremely short time. People don’t realize that when they see Judo or BJJ black belts that these guys are the products of years and years of learning, so unfortunately these Mcdojos are not great for the industry. I see a strong correlation of this with the stunts industry too. People don’t understand that those clips they see on TV are performed by those with years and years of training, and it is not something that is going to happen overnight or in a year.

Last one, if you weren't stunt men what would either of you have chosen to do in life, what type of work would you have been doing instead?

In truth I don’t think we could do anything else, we have lived our lifestyle this way and sacrificed so much. In Warialda the chances of you being a stuntman are nil if you stay there, so we moved down to Sydney to pursue it. What we do is a lifestyle similar to the way a lot of professional athletes live. Having said that we come from a long line of paramedics and rescue officers, both our father and grandfather were paramedics & our mum Vicki was a nurse. She instilled in us hard work and determination and our will to succeed, as well as being our own personal nurse. We couldn’t have done it without her. So I suppose it is safe to say that we could have followed that path and it is something we have considered, but at the end of the day you are what you are and we are stuntmen.   You can see a bit of us at work and play at www.twinstarstunts.com or www.myspace.com/twinstarstunts  
These stuntmen’s passion, (as with some exponents of the martial arts), is what propelled them on to a road on which they were able to realize their hobby become their occupation- paid to do what they love! Although there are many risks in their chosen field, it’s obvious that these stunt performers are multi skilled professionals, who with knowledge and experience only ever take educated risks….. so don’t try what you see at home! One thing is certain however, whether its stunt work or martial arts, regardless of it becoming a vocation, sooner or later, if that passion is there- it will always become a way of life.
