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Stray Dog addresses issues related to aging veterans, veterans struggling economically and with 
depression, and the military-civilian divide. The film may be an effective resource to open up 
channels of communication around these issues, and we have provided the following 
recommendations to consider in facilitating and fostering healthy and productive community 
conversations and engagement. 

FILMMAKER STATEMENT  
This project began with a chance encounter: while scouting and casting my film Winter’s Bone, I 
sat next to Ron “Stray Dog” Hall in the Biker Church of Branson. He agreed to play the part of 
Thump Milton in the film. Stray Dog brought his life experiences to the role, and he brought 
some of his friends and neighbors to help populate one of the scenes with locals.  
 
When shooting wrapped, we reconnected with Stray Dog to enlist his help in obtaining some 
audio recordings for the sound designer. We found him at home in a little RV surrounded by three 
small dogs. As we talked that night, we got a glimpse of his broad web of family, friends and 
affiliations. His vivid descriptions and his questions piqued our interest, and we decided to come 
back and record some conversations with him and moments of his daily life. When we returned, 
Ron had just been to Mexico and was describing his developing attachment to a woman he met 
there. We wondered where this would lead. Could Stray Dog come out of his solitary existence 
with his dog companions and venture into the volatile terrain of mutual expectations and 
domestication? Did his narrative have room for a love story? With this new connection across the 
border, Ron’s ties and obligations proliferated. How would he handle the conflicting demands on 
his resources and energy?  
 
Early on, Stray Dog would refer to his Harley as his shrink. He shared his thoughts about what he 
and other vets seek from biker culture. Over his lifetime, Ron has sought ways to channel his 
post-combat need for high adrenalin levels and his natural restlessness into benign channels that 
are compatible with civilian survival. He searches for missions, for ways to be helpful, which 
often involve trying to solve a problem for a family member, a neighbor or a friend, or just 
understanding when someone can’t pay their rent because of a non-livable wage.  
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The rituals of motorcycle culture are rich material for visual anthropology. Biker life has evolved 
from its outlaw origins, and many of today’s older bikers, like Stray Dog, are deeply embedded in 
the social institutions of their communities. Everything in this world seems photogenic—beards, 
bodies, leather, chains, chrome, velocity, embraces, protocols, and procedures. Bikers swap chili 
recipes and do charity toy runs with Santa on a Harley. Add to this the solemn pageantry of 
Veteran’s ceremonies, with their sadness and transcendent beauty.  
 
Stray Dog’s story is also about a Midwestern workingman negotiating the convulsions of our 
times – gun culture, unemployment and underemployment in recession-era America. Why does a 
relative or a neighbor join a militia group? How do you advise a grandchild who can’t make ends 
meet working two full-time jobs? When does boredom, frustration or lack of opportunities lead to 
changing the receivables on an AK-47?  
 
As the Vietnam generation grows older, its history is being re-written, and is at risk of being 
whitewashed. Stray Dog is a warrior who sees the links between his struggles and those of 
today’s soldiers. He and some of his fellow vets can show us what PTSD is like many years later, 
long after the headlines fade. Now we have a name for the way it changes the brains of soldiers. 
We know that it’s one of the costs of war, and we know this mainly because people like Ron have 
taken the risk to tell us about it.  
 
As a filmmaker, my roots are in documentary observation. I like to work with non-professional 
actors in authentic settings in my narrative fictions, to impart an underlying sense of realism. For 
me, narrative is an attempt to look closer, to slow down and distill real life experiences. But 
documentary is different, and it’s a humbling process. Documenting daily life cannot be 
scheduled and bossed around. You can’t capture everything that you want. You can’t demand re-
takes. Yet you can go far beyond the limits of your imagination. Instead of characters coming 
from the written page, they come, sometimes in droves, directly into your “who knew?” 
consciousness, with their unanticipated particularity. Shooting and editing a documentary film is 
often a wayward and confounding journey of finding the narrative in a teeming mass of available 
material. It’s another way to approach the dynamic between the narrative and quotidian aspects of 
storytelling, which continues to motivate my work.  
 
-Director, Debra Granik 

ENGAGEMENT CAMPAIGN OBJECTIVES  
Our suggested engagement objectives for screening Stray Dog include: increasing audience 
understanding of veterans’ experiences that moves beyond the stereotypes; raising awareness 
about the struggles of veterans; and/or bridging the military-civilian divide (to learn more about 
the military-civilian divide, see “Resources” on page 8). 
 
Ways to do this may include: 
 

• exploring the experiences of aging veterans in your community; 
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• connecting with organizations that provide resources, support, and opportunities for 
veterans (e.g. provide tabling opportunities or organize an on-site resource fair); 

• igniting conversations about the military-civilian divide; 
• providing veterans an opportunity to share their stories; 
• honoring veterans and active duty soldiers for their service; 
• facilitating ways for audience members to get to know veterans in your community. 

TOPICS & ISSUES RELEVANT TO STRAY DOG  
 

• Veterans 
• Aging veterans 
• Mental health, depression, and/or post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)  
• Disabilities 
• Military-Civilian divide 
• Conscription vs. volunteer military 
• Rural life 
• Volunteerism 
• Motorcycle/biker culture  
• Immigration and mixed-status families 
• Employment and economic status of veterans and their families 

FRAMING THE CONVERSATION 
Keep in mind that “veterans” should not be considered a generalized community, as the 
experiences of veterans from one generation may differ from the experiences of veterans from 
another generation (and each veteran will have his or her own unique individual experience as 
well). 
 
Your post-screening conversation will be an invaluable opportunity to help break down 
stereotypes of veterans, and how your moderator and speakers frame veteran experiences will 
play a significant role in this. Got Your 6, a campaign of Be The Change, Inc., commissioned 
research (2014) around perceptions of post-9/11 veterans that “revealed that the general 
population views veterans as ‘broken heroes’ … [but] the reality is much more complex, and 
challenging these perceptions is an important step in changing the cultural narrative of veterans.”  
 
As the film focuses on the experiences of veterans, it is important to consider ways to directly 
include veterans in your event. In addition to inviting the veteran community to attend your 
screening, consider also inviting veterans to be a featured speaker and/or to share their stories at 
the event. You may also consider partnering with organizations that provide services to veterans; 
they can help you design an event and conversation that will feel welcoming and inclusive to 
these members of your community. 
 
It will be important for your facilitator to be sensitive to the personal experiences that speakers or 
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audience members may discuss given the difficulty in sharing what are often painful memories 
and experiences. Veterans, similar to many other individuals, need support, patience, and 
understanding when speaking in public. It may also be helpful to make available a private space, 
such as a dressing room or green room, for your speakers who are veterans to decompress after 
the panel.  
 
Our Facilitator Guide (to be updated in the Fall for Indie Lens Pop-Up) provides helpful tips and 
suggested ground rules for fostering an environment where audiences feel safe, encouraged, and 
respected so that they can open up and engage in productive dialogue with one another around 
issues that are often emotional. Click here to download:  
http://itvs.cinema.s3.amazonaws.com/cc_facilitator_guide.pdf  
 
Source: 

• Got Your 6 / Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research, 2014. “Strengthening Perceptions of America’s 
Post-9/11 Veterans.” http://www.gotyour6.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/GY6-Survey-
Analysis-Report-2014.pdf; http://www.gotyour6.org/dispelling-myths-about-veterans/  

POTENTIAL PARTNERS AND/OR SPEAKERS TO CONSIDER  
Consider the following ideas for types of partners and/or speakers to reach out to: 
 

• If you are a PBS station, consider reaching out to any partners you have collaborated with 
on either PBS’s Stories of Service (http://www.pbs.org/veterans/stories-of-service/home/) 
or CPB’s Veterans Coming Home (http://veteranscominghome.org/) initiatives. While 
Stray Dog is not an official program of either initiative, your engagement efforts through 
Indie Lens Pop-Up can support their goals to raise the visibility of veterans’ stories and 
connect them with resources, support, and services. If you are not a station, reach out to 
your local PBS station to see if they are active with either of these initiatives and if there 
are opportunities to collaborate.   

• GuideStar has a robust catalogue of contact information for non-profit organizations 
across the country, searchable by keyword, city, and/or state. Find relevant local non-
profit organizations near you by searching for “veterans,” “immigration,” or other related 
keywords: http://www.guidestar.org/AdvancedSearch.aspx 

• Veterans related organizations, such as: 
o Find a local chapter of Vietnam Veterans of America: 

http://www.vva.org/chapters.html  
o Find a local chapter of Student Veterans of America: 

http://studentveterans.org/index.php/chapter/directory  
o Find a local Veterans Affairs (VA) facility: 

http://www.va.gov/directory/guide/home.asp?isflash=1  
o Find a local chapter of Disabled American Veterans: 

http://www.dav.org/membership/local-chapters/  
o Find a local chapter of Veterans for Peace: http://www.veteransforpeace.org/vfp-

chapters/find-a-chapter/  
o See if there is a chapter of The Enlisted Association near you: 

http://trea.org/chapter-info.html  
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o Review the Team Rubicon contact that serves your region, and see if they are 
active or have contacts in your community:  
http://www.teamrubiconusa.org/story-of-team-rubicon/regions/  

• Motorcycle groups, such as: 
o Find a local chapter of Rolling Thunder, Inc.: 

http://www.rollingthunder1.com/#!chapters/cjah  
o Find a local Harley-Davidson dealer: http://www.harley-davidson.com/content/h-

d/en_US/dealer-locator.html  
• Immigration organizations, such as: 

o See if there is a local Welcoming America member near you: 
http://www.welcomingamerica.org/about-us/our-network/  

o Find a local affiliate of the Catholic Legal Immigration Network, Inc. (CLINIC): 
https://cliniclegal.org/affiliates/directory  

o See if there is a United We Dream group near you: 
http://unitedwedream.org/groups/  

• Veterans student services offices and/or centers at local community colleges and 
universities  

• Explore Meetups (http://meetup.com/) as a strategy to expand audience outreach efforts.  
  

Download the brief spreadsheet of local veterans organizations to see if any are near your 
community, or to help inspire ideas about types of organizations to research near you. Click here 
to download: http://itvs.cinema.s3.amazonaws.com/Stray_Dog_Potential_Partner_Research.xlsx  

SPARKING DISCUSSION 
Audience Conversation Starter 
We recommend that you or your moderator ask everyone in the audience the following pre- and 
post-screening questions. Encourage participants to talk with one another about their responses! 
For example, ask participants to turn to a person sitting near them to share their answers for two 
minutes, then invite a few people to share with the entire group. 
 

 
Project the above film image for your audience (download at: http://itvs.org/films/stray-dog). 
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Before watching the film 
What words and qualities would you associate with this individual? 

 
After providing a few minutes for discussion and sharing, your facilitator can transition into 
screening the film using the below talking points: 
 
“Thank you for sharing your perceptions about the individual in the photo. His name is Ron 
“Stray Dog” Hall and you will get to know more about him and his experience as a veteran as he 
is the subject of our film today. I’m looking forward to continuing the conversation when the 
lights come back up!” 
 

After watching the film:  
What words and qualities would you now associate with Ron “Stray Dog” Hall? How did 
watching the film challenge any of your previous perceptions? Did anything about him 
surprise you?   

 
Sample Discussion Questions 
Ron tells his therapist that he made decisions that still haunt him, and he has trouble forgiving 
himself. What are ways a community can help someone heal? Do you see any examples of 
healing in the film?  
 
Were you surprised to see the emotional encounters Ron has with other older veterans?  Why do 
you think it is still so hard for Vietnam veterans to put their experiences behind them? 
 
In the film, we see Ron console a younger vet. What similarities in experiences do you think 
older vets may have compared to younger vets? What about differences?  
 
Ron and a younger vet talk about “addiction to adrenaline” and how active military changes your 
brain chemistry. What do you think about this statement? What connection, if any, do you think 
this may have to how Ron calls his motorcycle his “shrink”? Can you think of other examples of 
ways that veterans cope with life after service?  
 
Why do you think that Ron and his friends were motivated to repair the home of the woman who 
lost her daughter and grandson? 
 
Ron’s step-sons, Jesus and Angel, arrive and struggle with adjusting to rural life. They confront 
language and cultural barriers to being understood, and face misperceptions about their life 
experiences in Mexico City (as one individual tells them “I bet you’re glad to be in America after 
Mexico City!”). Do you see a corollary in their experiences to Ron’s adjustments? Do you 
imagine that Jesus and Angel will make the adjustment and stay in the US, or do you think they 
might return to Mexico City? 
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ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES BEYOND A PANEL 
Brainstorm innovative ways to encourage audience members to engage with the issues discussed 
and interact with one another at your event. For example: 
 

• Reach out to your local Harley-Davidson dealership to find out if they participate in 
veterans programs and ask if they would be interested in displaying one of their 
motorcycles outside of your screening venue. Learn more at: http://www.harley-
davidson.com/content/h-d/en_US/home/community/military-riders.html.  

 
• Play the audio of one of the Military Voices segments from StoryCorps: 

http://storycorps.org/military-voices/. Consider playing interview segments before the 
film, as guests enter the venue and get situated. 

 
• Host a resource fair featuring local veteran service providers. Frame invitations to 

collaborate as opportunities to network with like-minded organizations, to raise 
awareness around the local resources they provide to the community, and to connect with 
potential volunteers and supporters of their work.  

 
• Use your events as drives to collect clothes, food, hygiene, or other essential items 

needed by homeless veterans in your area. Collaborate with local shelters, veterans affairs, 
or service providers in advance of the event to create a list of the most needed items. 
Make sure you contact guests with details about the drive before the event.  

 
• Acknowledge veterans at your events. For example, have a minute of silence at the event 

to honor the fallen. Or ask for veterans in the audience to stand or raise their hands and be 
recognized. 

RESOURCES & STATISTICS 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oSWhIUiGang - “The Moral Obligation To Know Our 
Veterans” is a TEDx lecture by Dr. Mike Haynie (http://vets.syr.edu/ivmf_people/mike-haynie/), 
Vice Chancellor at Syracuse University, responsible for military and veterans affairs. His lecture 
explores the deeper ramifications of the military-civilian divide. 
 
http://www.theevilhours.com/David_Morris___The_Evil_Hours___Home.html - The Evil Hours 
is a book by David J. Morris, a former Marine infantry officer, that delves into post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD). There is also an informative Q&A with the author on the book’s website.  
 
https://soundcloud.com/inquiringminds/73-david-j-morris-the-history-and-science-of-ptsd - “The 
History of Science and PTSD” is an Inquiring Minds podcast with David J. Morris (former 
Marine infantry officer and author of The Evil Hours) that explores the history of PTSD and the 
science that surrounds it.  
 
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/apps/AboutFace/ - AboutFace is dedicated to improving the lives of 
Veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Here, Veterans can learn about PTSD, 
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explore treatment options and, most importantly, hear real stories from other Veterans and their 
family members. They can also get advice from VA clinicians who have treated thousands of 
cases of PTSD.  
 
http://www.va.gov/vetdata/Report.asp - The National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics 
has multiple reports on veterans, ranging from characteristics of rural veterans, characteristics of 
homeless veterans, profiles of minority veterans, profiles of women veterans, and much more. 
 
http://www.gotyour6.org/dispelling-myths-about-veterans/ - “Dispelling Myths About Veterans” 
by Got Your 6, a campaign of Be The Change, Inc., contains statistics about veterans, perceptions 
of post-9/11 veterans based on a study they commissioned, recommended questions to ask 
veterans, and suggestions to take action. 
 
Military-Civilian Divide Resources 
 

http://time.com/3818170/military-stories/ - “Bridging the Civilian-Military Divide with 
Stories” is an article in Time by Jenny Lu Mallamo of the New America Foundation 
 
http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-warrior-main-20150524-story.html - Los Angeles 
Times  released this special report “U.S. Military and Civilians are Increasingly Divided” 
 
http://www.militarytimes.com/story/military/2015/03/21/veterans-natural-conversation-
military-civilian-gap/25035857/ - “Seeking ways to bridge ‘civilian-military gap’ is an 
article in Military Times 

 
http://www.va.gov/opa/docs/suicide-data-report-2012-final.pdf - “Suicide Data Report, 2012” is a 
report commissioned by the Department of Veterans Affairs, Mental Health Services, Suicide 
Prevision Program. While tracking veteran suicide rates is often considered unreliable due to 
multiple factors, a few key findings from the report include: 

• While the percentage of all suicides reported as Veterans has decreased, the number of 
suicides has increased. 

• An estimated count of 22 veteran suicides occur each day (2010). 
• More than 69% of Veteran suicides are among those age 50 years and older. 
• Male Veterans who die by suicide are older than non-Veteran males who die by suicide. 
• The age distribution of Veteran and non-Veteran women who have died from suicide is 

similar. 
• Among those at risk, the first four weeks following service require intensive monitoring 

and case management. 
• The majority of all callers to the Veterans Crisis Line are male. 
• The majority of callers to the Veterans Crisis Line are between the ages of 50-59. 

 
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/PTSD-overview/basics/index.asp - “PTSD Overview” is 
developed by the National Center for PTSD of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. They 
report that the number of veterans with PTSD varies by service era: 
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• Operations Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Enduring Freedom (OEF): About 11-20 out of every 
100 Veterans (or between 11-20%) who served in OIF or OEF have PTSD in a given year. 

• Gulf War (Desert Storm): About 12 out of every 100 Gulf War Veterans (or 12%) have 
PTSD in a given year. 

• Vietnam War: About 15 out of every 100 Vietnam Veterans (or 15%) were currently 
diagnosed with PTSD at the time of the most recent study in the late 1980s, the National 
Vietnam Veterans Readjustment Study (NVVRS). It is estimated that about 30 out of 
every 100 (or 30%) of Vietnam Veterans have had PTSD in their lifetime. 

 
http://nchv.org/index.php/news/media/media_information/ - National Coalition for Homeless 
Veterans offers this quick reference on homeless veterans for media professionals. A few select 
statistics include:  
 

• Although flawless counts are impossible to come by – the transient nature of homeless 
populations presents a major difficulty – the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) estimates that 49,933 veterans are homeless on any given night 
(http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/press/press_releases_media_advisories/2014/
HUDNo_14-103). Over the course of a year, approximately twice that many experience 
homelessness. Only 7% of the general population can claim veteran status, but nearly 
13% of the homeless adult population are veterans. 

o The number of homeless veterans has decreased by 33% since 2010, according to 
HUD's Annual Homelessness Assessment Report to Congress (AHAR). 

o To obtain the most up-to-date local estimates, contact the homeless coordinator at 
your nearest VA medical center or the Office of the Mayor or county government 
serving your area. 

• Homeless veteran demographics: 
o 13% of the homeless adult population are veterans 
o 20% of the male homeless population are veterans 
o 68% reside in principal cities 
o 32% reside in suburban/rural areas 
o 51% of individual homeless veterans have disabilities 
o 50% have serious mental illness 
o 70% have substance abuse problems 
o 51% are white males, compared to 38% of non-veterans 
o 50% are age 51 or older, compared to 19% non-veterans 

 


