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TOPIC SUMMARY

There are ~ 33,000 gun related deaths in the US per year.  Roughly 22,000 are from suicide and the rest 
are from traditional crimes like gang violence, robberies, drug related crimes, and domestic disputes. 

The fact  that  publ ic  mass shootings account for  fewer than 1% of  a l l  f i rearm homicides 
does not diminish their  extraordinary tragedy.  Mass shootings cause damage far  beyond 

that  which is  measured in l ives lost .  They are rare but focusing events .   

Despite sustained attention as a result of the rise in mass public murders we’ve experienced in the United States, 
the majority of American citizens, as well as the government, FBI, news agencies and lawmakers, still lack a 
fundamental understanding of these “spree” attacks.   

Part of our innate human response in the aftermath of these atrocities is to search for an explanation.  We want to 
know why these attacks happened. What made the person do it? What is causing this rare type of violence to 
happen more and more? Our survival instinct is to make sense of what we don’t or can’t understand. It’s deeply 
confusing, paralyzing and terrifying that seemingly random attacks are repeatedly taking swaths of innocent lives. 

The national debate is failing to prevent the rise in mass violence. Though gun control policy is important, we believe 
that we will not be able to legislate ourselves out of this problem.  While other journalists and storytellers are focused 
on understanding the motives of the perpetrators or why these crimes occur, we are focused on investigating why 
we still lack a fundamental understanding of them. 

Why are we still asking why?

https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fonlinelibrary.wiley.com%2Fdoi%2Fabs%2F10.1111%2Fssqu.12269&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFrFWjgDbHA2SRq6pHo4LPFha0sgw


Pittsburgh, PA 
Tree of Life Congregation Massacre, 2018

This Is Not a Documentary About Gun Control.  
It’s About Sky-High Rates of Suicide, Depression, 
Mental Illness, Drug Addition, and Financial Strain.  
It’s About Hope and Empowerment Through Facing our Fears. 
It’s About Seeing Ourselves as Participants, 
Able To Create the Future We Want To Live in.



The sanctity of our public spaces no longer exists. At every school, mall, concert, festival, business or place of worship a fear 
looms over us - nowhere feels safe.  The goal of AHS is to help us understand more, so we may fear less.  However the path to 
light goes through hell, and this is a film that boldly confronts dark realities in order to reach higher ground. 

Combining Bowling for Columbine’s dive into the psyche of American violence with the historical context of The 13th — 
American History Spree takes us on a spiritual journey through the past, present, and future of the mass murder 
phenomena.  It is a poignant meditation on violence, trauma, and healing that aims to shift the paradigm of how our society 
views and talks about mass shootings in the United States. 

Guiding us along this journey is our panel of experts in violence, suicide, psychology, law enforcement, trauma, and grief 
recovery who shed light on the complex factors that inhibit our ability to understand these horrific crimes.  Their insights 
mesh with conversations amongst communities impacted by spree killing: relatives, neighbors, friends, students, 
lawmakers, and activists who have been inspired to foster change. 
   
As we make our way toward the present and future, our panel of experts helps us dissect our confusion and the trauma 
surrounding these attacks.  Ultimately, we find numerous ways to see ourselves as participants with the power to create a 
less violent future.  While we don’t have control over what happens to us, we can control how we react.

Las Vegas, NV 
Route 91 Memorial, 2017

SYNOPSIS



ACT I 
WHY ARE WE STUCK? 

AHS begins with a thoughtful 
discussion with experts about the 
challenges posed by terms and 
definitions. The conversation moves 
on to our collective and individual 
trauma, and what gets in the way of 
healing. 

Topics like the media’s role, the 
habits of thought that set failure in 
motion, and our cultural amnesia are 
covered to set the stage for 
understanding the limitations to 
addressing this challenging subject. 

STRUCTURE OVERVIEW

Sutherland Springs, TX 
Church Shooting, 2017

ACT II  
WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM 
HISTORY? 

To thoroughly dispel the myth of 
mass murders as uniquely modern or 
American, we uncover examples 
from centuries and millennia past to 
glean useful lessons and insight into 
our current situation. 

We cover the 4 eras of mass murder 
and analyze the major attacks from 
recent years, make connections to 
the past and compare the various 
theories and viewpoints that try to 
explain what is behind the current 
rise in violence. 

ACT III 
HOW CAN WE CHANGE 
COURSE? 

We hear from communities 
grappling with the aftermath of 
these attacks as well as experts in 
grief recovery, preparation, and 
prevention.  We cover the warning 
signs and best practices and 
strategies for mitigation. 

Our film ends by destroying the 
worst myth of all, that we are 
helpless.  AHS spotlights the wide 
range of activists healing and 
strengthening their communities 
to help us forge a less violent future.



ACT I: WHY ARE WE STUCK? 
How is it after suffering these attacks for decades, we as a nation are still left asking “Why?” ? 
20 years have passed since Columbine and little effort has been made to understand their evolution or impact. Instead of claims 
making about guns or mental health, American History Spree illuminates the obstacles that have prevented us from understanding 
this phenomenon. We have identified three of the central obstacles that stand in the way: 

Evidence 1: Terms & Confusion 
There is no perfect term or definition to describe the unique type of mass murders our society is grappling with.  We chose ‘spree’ specifically because it is an out-dated 
term, rife with definitional problems.  A variety of government agencies, NGO’s, and news media are tracking data according to their own definitions and criteria, creating a 
confusing landscape of statistics that paint very different pictures of America. 

     

Evidence 2: Collective Trauma 
We examine the impact of direct and indirect trauma on individuals and on society from the outcome of these attacks.  From difficulty thinking and talking about them to 
the far-reaching impact on public safety, the after effects continue to play out in our lives at school, at home, at work, online, and in the media more than we may realize. 

Evidence 3: Media 
Media coverage of these attacks can be very traumatizing, and unfortunately the spotlight on these events burns brightest when the least reliable information is available.  
AHS investigates how the media’s preferences for certain types of attacks distorts our perception of the perpetrators and frequency of attacks, feeds our worst fears, 
supports claims makers who engage in partisan debates that sow division, and encourages politicians to rush sloppy legislation into new laws. 

OBSTACLES that CREATE CONFUSION



FOUR ERAS of MASS VIOLENCE

    Veteran Era - 1900-1979                                  Going Postal Era - 1980’s                                     School Shootings Era - 1990’s    Modern Era - 2000’s - Present



ACT II:  WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM HISTORY?  
Evidence of spree violence can be found in cultures throughout the world for nearly 2500 years.  In order to better understand our current 
circumstances we analyze Homer’s Odyssey as the first tale of a war veteran mass murdering civilians. Journals from 1516 by Portuguese 
explorers in Malaysia illustrate the prevalence of “running amok” in South East Asia. The earliest source of contagion is found in America 
when Gilbert Twigg, angry at the world and suffering from PTSD developed in the Philippine-American war, opens fire on a crowded 
concert in Winfield, Kansas in 1903. From there we examine the 4 Eras of Mass Murder in America up to our present day. 

Evidence 1: Global History of the Mass Murder Phenomenon  
Dr. Jonathan Shay (Achilles in Vietnam) discusses PTSD, analyzes Odysseus’ similarities to modern mass shooters, and talks about the origins of the Norse term “going berserk.”  
If spree violence had a mascot, it would certainly be the bloodthirsty half-man, half-bull Minotaur, the very personification of rage and violence.  Artist Hulbert Waldroup 
discusses Dante’s Inferno and the special place in hell (7th circle) reserved for mass murderers and suicides. 

Tales of men seemingly ‘snapping’ and going on deadly rampages were common in Eastern civilizations and persist in today’s vernacular as “running amok”.   Psychiatrist  
Manuel St. Martin discusses how the persistence of “amok” led the Malaysians to create myths as well as classifications describing different manifestations and motivations 
behind the crimes that can help us draw better distinctions amongst the spectrum of modern American spree violence. 

Evidence 2: US History Pt 1 - From Sgt. Gilbert Twigg to Columbine (1903-1999) 
Sgt. Gilbert “Crazy” Twigg is examined as the linchpin from amok to mass murder in the US.  He wrote one of the first manifestos with a chilling warning about future mass 
shootings and his outdoor concert shooting bears an eerie similarity to what occurred at the Route 91 Festival in Las Vegas. Mass murder historian Grant Duwe and other 
experts explore this case and the first 3 Eras of Mass Murder in the 20th century: 

1903-1979 - Veteran Era - early on many atrocities were committed by veterans - covers Howard Unruh (1949), Charles Whitman (1966), & Ira Attebury (1979)  
1980’s - Going Postal Era - workplace violence flourished in the 1980’s - covers 2-3 major post office/workplace attacks & James Huberty (1984 McDonald's) 
1990’s - School Shooting Era - will covers Jonesboro (youngest school shooters), TJ Lane, Kip Kinkle, and Dylan Roof & Eric Harris (Columbine HS) 

Evidence 3: US History Pt 2 - Modern Era (2000 - Present) 
America is launched into the New Millennium in a Post-Columbine and Post-9/11 world, chalk with rapid advances in technology and new fears on a global scale.  AHS utilizes a wealth of 
archival material documenting 21st century cases to quickly touch upon famous cases, including video journals and interviews with the perpetrators. 

Notable cases - 2007: Seung-Hui Cho - Virginia Tech Shooting - The deadliest school shooting in US History is perpetrated by a young man with a troubled past 
                              2012:  James Holmes - Aurora Theater Massacre - Authors Stephen & Joyce Singular discuss the case that rocked their community & theaters nationwide 
                              2012:  Dylann Roof - Charleston Church Shooting - A youth converted by the internet’s racist ideologies & the town that rises up in a show of unity 
                              2016, 2017, 2018, 2019:  Records are broken year after year, at an unprecedented pace that forces our nation to confront its shadow 

8Chan founder Frederick Brennan discusses the role of the internet, tech, social media and the spree attacks that made him revolt against the company he founded.

HEART of the LABYRINTH

Las Vegas, NV 
Mandalay Bay, 2017



ACT III:  HOW CAN WE CHANGE COURSE? 
Through confronting this traumatic form of violence, it becomes clear there is no one solution. AHS ultimately 
reveals that there are numerous ways to mitigate violence in our country and heal from our collective trauma. 

Evidence 1:  Education 
A less violence future begins with raising awareness of the underlying factors, being able to recognize the 
warning signs, and knowing where and how to seek help.  Experts discuss learning from past mistakes 
such as severe punishments for at-risk youths such as expulsion which further isolates them.  Aaron Stark’s  
TED Talk “I Was Almost a School Shooter” highlights the importance of outreach to at-risk youth as opposed 
to reporting them to the police or FBI, a situation which has spiked in the recent years. 

Evidence 2:  Empowerment 
Empowerment starts with seeing ourselves not as victims, but as participants with power to create change.   
AHS showcases leading organizations and activists across various sectors in mental health, suicide prevention, 
domestic violence, and support for veterans and teenagers.  Experts share best practices and recommend 
a variety of ways people can get involved to strengthen their communities. 

Evidence 3:  Choose Love 
Scarlett Lewis lost her son Jesse in the attack on Sandy Hook Elementary, and today she honors his memory by 
championing his message of Nurturing, Healing Love through the Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement,   
a non-profit organization that promotes Social & Emotional Learning (SEL) in K-12 schools across America 
and the globe.  SEL teaches kids courage, gratitude, forgiveness & compassion.

HOPE and SOLUTIONS

Blacksburg, VA 
Virginia Tech, 2007

Scarlett Lewis

Aaron Stark



ACT IV:  AFTER THE MOVIE 
The importance of a documentary like AHS truly begins in the “Fourth Act” when the movie is over.  Our goal is to encourage our audience 
to engage in a post-screening discussion with their fellow movie-goers, and foster respectful, mediated audience-wide conversations 
where applicable, particularly at film festivals and in educational, religious, or community environs. 

Reflection 
We seek to motivate viewers to spend time reflecting on their role, as an individual, on how they are participating or contributing 
to hatred, anger, or negativity in their own lives; or if they’re depressed, isolated, lonely; and how they change themselves for the better or seek help.   

Conversation 
After discussion and reflection, our audience will feel inspired to learn to be comfortable dealing with uncomfortable situations, to have those difficult conversations they may 
have been avoiding or need to have with their loved ones, family/friends, or co-workers. 

Steps of Action 
AHS will facilitate change through first-hand advice from psychiatrists and experts in the film, as well as a website dedicated to providing information, resources, and 
organizations where people can find help and find ways to give back.  From support groups for survivors of mass shootings to advice for parents with children who are 
depressed/suicidal or have anger management problems; to websites that can link you to a therapist or link you to organizations so that you can volunteer and strengthen your 
community . 

Our core goals: 
1. Encourage post-screening conversations 
2. Inspire personal reflection 
3. Motivate people to have difficult conversations 
4. Provide resources for people to seek help 
5. Empower participation through steps of action

SOCIAL IMPACT PLAN

Logic 
2017 VMA”s Performance



By William O’Marra 
In the summer of 2012, a 22-year-old man murdered his co-workers in a grocery store near where I lived in NJ.  It was a seemingly typical 
“senseless act of violence” except the young man was black, a veteran, and it received no attention from the media except locally.  Over the 
next five years I watched carefully as mass shootings became more prevalent and trends in the media became more obvious.  In January 
2017 I set out to make a documentary about the history of the mass murder phenomenon in the US and the barriers and limitations we 
face as a society when trying to grapple with it.  

Research 
I have personally researched and catalogued over 250 mass murders dating back to 1903.  I’ve tracked 113 since the beginning of 2017 alone and numerous international cases. 
In addition to reading dozens of books on mass murder and related subjects, my studies included a trip to Singapore to research the history of the ‘amok’ phenomenon in 
southeast Asia, attending modern performances of ancient Greek theater, and outreach to numerous experts and professionals who have shared their insights with me. 

Journey 
Compelled to share my knowledge and facilitate healing in my own community which had been impacted by a mass murder, in 2018 I wrote, produced, and acted in a theatrical 
performance where I portrayed 6 different mass murderers throughout history in their own words, taken directly from manifestos and suicide notes.   After the play, with the 
help of a supportive team, I was able to create a safe space to mediate a conversation with the audience about their hopes, fears, and concerns around mass shootings. 

In 2019 we began production of the documentary.  I’ve networked and established contacts with people all over the US who have studied mass murder or are connected to 
them in some way directly or indirectly, including perpetrators of mass violence who survived and the wardens who are housing them in federal prison. 

Vision 
AHS to me has always been about opening people’s minds to new ideas and getting them to think about mass shootings / mass murders in a new light.  It’s easy to blame it all 
on gun control or the NRA.  It’s easy to blame it on evil or mental illness.  It’s easy to blame and externalize this subject.  What’s hard to do is go inward and look at yourself in the 
mirror and look at our society.  What’s hard to do is accept the fact that we don’t have all the answers, and that we might not ever have them.  But I truly believe if we can look 
past our current situation and our current trauma, and remember the past, we can use history as our ball of thread to find our way out of this maze.   

Design thinking begins with empathy.  We must understand the problems facing all the stakeholders before we identify the problem we want to design a solution for.   
We must appreciate complexity and the constellation of factors at play.  If we look up at the stars, we’ll start to see how we can navigate our way to a brighter future.

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

Brooklyn, NY 
Community Engagement



Grant Duwe, Ph.D ** 
Leading Expert / Author 

Dylann Roof * 
Age 24, Charleston AME Church  

Frederick Brennan * 
Founder, 8Chan 

Joe Rogan  
Comedian, JRE Podcast 

Sarah Craun * 
FBI Behavioral Analysis Unit 

Michelle Maidenberg ** 
Therapist, Sandy Hook responder 

Don Alwes *** 
35 years in law enforcement 
Trains police active shooter response 

Stephen & Joyce Singular *** 
Authors, The Spiral Notebook 

David Krajicet 
Author, Inside the Minds of Mass Murderers 

Dr. Peter Langman 
Author, Why Kids Kill 

Dr. Jonathan Shay *** 
Author, Odysseus In America 

Brian Doerries * 
Director of Theatre of War Productions 

Everett Weston ** 
Veteran, Founder of Heal Our Heroes 

Curtis Lavarello *** 
Executive Director 
National School Safety Conference 

Brian Claypool ** 
Lawyer for Rt. 91 Festival Survivors 

Stephen & Joyce Singular 
Authors, The Spiral Notebook

James Holmes * 
Age 30, Aurora Movie Theater 

Morgan Ballis *** 
Director of Strategy, Campus Safety Alliance 
  
Dr. Park Dietz ** 
Forensic Psychologist 

Hulbert Waldroup *** 
Artist, Sandy Hook Series 

Dr. Barbara Van Dahlen ** 
Founder, giveanhour.org 
Executive Director, PREVENTS 

Logic * 
Emcee, Suicide Prevention Advocate 

Bessel Van Der Kolk, M.D. *** 
Author, The Body Keeps the Score 
Psychiatrist, Trauma Expert

Contacted   * 
Confirmed  ** 
Completed *** 

INTERVIEW LIST

http://giveanhour.org


PARTICPANTS

The Trauma Expert 
Bessel Van Der Kolk, Phd.

School Security 
Expert 

Morgan Ballis

School Safety 
Facilitator 

Curtis Lavarello

Artist & Activist 
Hulbert Waldroup

Active Threat 
Response 

Don Alwes

True Crime Authors 
Stephen & Joyce SingularViolence Researcher 

Jillian Peterson

Technology & Web 
Expert 

Frederick Brennan

Choose Love 
Activist 

Scarlett Lewis



Littleton, CO 
Columbine HS Memorial

PRODUCTION PLAN

We began filming interviews for AHS in Colorado the weekend of April 20, 2019, on the twentieth anniversary of the 
attack on Columbine High School.  To date, we have filmed 9 dynamic interviews in 4 different states, we documented 
the National School Safety Conference in Las Vegas, and we are now about one-third through the production phase.   
 

We have 501(c)(3) fiscal sponsorship from the International Documentary Association (IDA). We aim to secure $500K to 
complete the rest of our production. The remaining interviews will take place over the next 2-4 months.  We aim to finish 
post-production and begin submitting to the top film festivals by the end of 2020. 

AHS is intended for wide release in the United States and foreign markets via film festivals, theatrical, television, and 
digital platforms. While raising awareness of the complex issues surrounding mass shootings, enabling healing, fostering 
post-screening discussions are the ultimate goals; due to the relevance and timeliness of our topic, and the global 
success of comparable titles (Bowling for Columbine, $58m), we also believe in the profitability of our film. 



PROFITS & DISTRIBUTION



THE TEAM

MAIKEN BAIRD - EP/ PRODUCER

WILLIAM O’MARRA - DIRECTOR
William O’Marra is an award-winning filmmaker, DP, and editor with more than 15 years of experience working 
on feature documentaries, as well as corporate and creative productions.  From 2013-2017 he produced videos 
for Avenues: the World School, under Global Creative Director Andy Clayman (EP My Architect) and 
contributed cinematography to HBO’s Class Divide (2016). O’Marra began his career at Jigsaw Productions and 
had the privilege to learn the craft from Oscar-winning doc filmmakers Maiken Baird (Icarus) and Alex Gibney 
(Taxi to the Dark Side). He contributed cinematography and editing to several Jigsaw features, notably Client 9: 
The Rise and Fall of Eliot Spitzer, short listed for the Academy award for best doc in 2011.  After Jigsaw he 
freelanced for several years, and continued to work for Baird and Gibney on projects like Venus and Serena 
(2012) and Mea Maxima Culpa (2012). In 2008 O’Marra directed his first documentary New World Water, a case 
study of the water crisis in Madagascar, which won awards in the US, Netherlands, and India and helped raise 
awareness of the global water crisis. He earned his BFA in Film and TV production at NYU’s Tisch School of the 
Arts.

Maiken Baird has been an independent documentary filmmaker for 25 years, specializing in international and 
political affairs. Most recently, Baird was the Producer of Cradle of Champions for Showtime and Executive 
Producer of the Academy Award® winning Icarus. She is a frequent collaborator of Academy Award® winning 
filmmaker Alex Gibney and his Jigsaw Productions, first producing Client 9: The Rise and Fall of Eliot Spitzer in 
2010 and, more recently, serving as an executive producer for the BAFTA-nominated City of Ghosts, No Stone 
Unturned, and ELIÀN, as well as two feature documentaries currently in production. With Michelle Major, Baird 
directed and produced the feature documentary Venus and Serena, about the legendary Williams sisters. 
Baird began her documentary career at ABC News as a researcher for Peter Jennings News Specials. She went 
on to produce documentaries for New York Times Television and National Geographic; co-produced Chicago 
10, directed by Brett Morgen and produced by Graydon Carter; produced A&Es Biography of the Millennium, on 
the 100 most influential people of the last one thousand years; and segment produced MTV’s True Life: Fatal 
Dose. She holds a Master’s degree in International Relations and Political Science from Stanford University and 
a B.A. in Political Science from Columbia University.  



JR HEFFELFINGER - EP/ PRODUCER
JR Heffelfinger is an award-winning filmmaker, director and producer with over 15 years of experience 
specializing in broadcast and digital content.  He has developed and produced original content for clients 
such as Facebook, Disney and IAC.  He has directed and produced documentaries for Al Jazeera America, 
Avenues The World School and foundations Hope to Haiti and the Aids Resource Foundation for Children. He 
started his career with an internship in story-development at Spike Lee’s 40 Acres & a Mule Filmworks and 
graduating from Boston University with a Bachelor of Science in Film & TV.  JR then wrote and directed his 
debut feature film in Tokyo, Japan Niji No Shita Ni which had it's world premiere at the 28th Mill Valley Film 
Festival. He went on to become a director and producer for Howcast Media where his work has amassed over 
250 Million views across Hulu, Amazon and Youtube to date, garnering him a Webby Award in 2013. He is the 
founder of Runaway Horses which is a story-driven production company that connects people, brands, causes 
and culture, with a focused passion for unveiling truths about the human condition, giving voice to the 
voiceless and making the invisible visible.

CAMERON CASEY - PRODUCER
Cameron Casey began his career in the International Department at The Weinstein Company.  
He managed the global sale, marketing and distribution strategy of films that include  
The Artist, Silver Linings Playbook, Ain’t Them Bodies Saints and The Imitation Game. After departing 
TWC in 2014, he ran the day to day business operations and development slate for Parts & Labor 
Films, during productions of The Witch and American Honey. Cameron was hired by the CEO and co-founder 
of Pulse Films as an Executive Assistant, where he operated in a chief of staff capacity during the company's 
acquisition by Vice Media. Cameron currently works as a freelance producer in independent film, television 
and branded content. Most recently, with creative agency RanaVerse, he produced two campaigns: Unilever's 
"United We Stand" and Equinox's "Life's A Ball" both in celebration of the upcoming 50th anniversary of NYC 
PRIDE.

THE TEAM


