
 

FILMMAKER’S STATEMENT: 

Stephen Olsson on HEALING A SOLDIER’S HEART 

 

In 1968, my cousin Gus was drafted and sent off to fight in Vietnam.   When he returned two 
years later, he told me his job was to everyday count the body bags.  Gus, who was only two 
years older than me, returned a different person. I could see new depths in his now hollow, 
blood-soaked eyes, depths that I didn’t recognize and couldn’t understand.  

A decade later I saw Maya Lin’s Vietnam memorial in Washington DC.   As I descended and 
the names of the fallen soldiers rose above me, I asked myself why was my name not on 
that black wall?   How did I dodge the bullet?  The thought continued to haunt me. Right 
there but for karma and the grace of a high lottery number was my name, inscribed along 
with 58,000 others, on this inspired, curved black marble wall.  

Thirty years later, I find myself walking into a hotel room in Ho Chi Minh city to meet Dr. Ed 
Tick and a group of Vietnam vets and spouses.  Ed and I were brought together by the same 
funder, who thought we had a lot to offer each other and should collaborate on a film 
project.  It all happened very quickly. 

While we had never met in person, Ed had seen and raved to the group about my last war 
film, “Last Images of War”. The group asked questions, about my work as a documentarian 
and for NBC News, during the Afghan-Soviet war, and elsewhere.  I told them that I had 
seen some of the horrors of war, enough to celebrate and respect them as survivors on 
their personal healing mission. I told them nothing would be staged, and there would be no 
narrator, that they would tell their own stories.  I would shift from being their witness, and 
simply listening, to asking direct questions, from being a fly on the wall, to a fly in the 
ointment, their ointment. After a couple of hours, they agreed to let me in, and onto the 
bus.    

My camera and I were always “on duty”, even during mealtimes.  The group saw how I 
worked. Within a couple of days, I had earned their trust.  Working without a soundperson, 
with nine main characters and a translator, staying physically close to your characters 
while shooting is required.  It also gives the film a feeling of great intimacy.   Since almost 



everyone who served in “Nam” got a nickname, the group called me “Cyclops”, the 
mythical one-eyed monster, lurking right next to them, behind my large, wide-angle lens.   

Stylistically, this was an open-ended “road movie” with dramatically powerful stops at the 
places where each of the vets were traumatized, over forty years before. It was a constant 
dance, always having enough battery power, always enough tape, always ready to roll, with 
no crew to fall back into or socialize with. We were clearly all in this movie together.   

The payoff turned out to be immense. The group let me in to their deepest anxieties, 
allowing me to bear witness to their moral injuries, their complex feelings of guilt and 
shame.   I was here to witness and record the festering, invisible wounds of war as they 
were slowly channeled by Dr. Tick into life-changing personal transformations for each of 
the vets.   Being there as Cyclops allowed me, along with all the eventual viewers of 
HEALING A SOLDIER’S HEART, to see and to feel the psycho-spiritual wounds of a war that 
we never experienced, hearing the sound of the bullets that we survivors managed to 
dodge.   

We travelled together for sixteen days, from Ho Chi Minh City and the delta in the south to 
Da Nang to Hanoi in the north, meeting for the first time their former adversaries, 
Buddhism, Vietnamese culture. Towards the end of our trip, we met an 87 year-old Viet 
Cong fighter named “Mr. Tiger”. He had fought the French in 1941, then the Japanese in 
1945 then the Americans in 1965.  Smiling above his long grey goatee, Mr. Tiger told the 
American vets they were not personally responsible for the lives they took.  He told them: 
“The bullet is the messenger of karma. Learn to see yourself through the point of view of the 
bullet".  Ed added how we on this trip are working with both the visible and the invisible bullets.  

I was starting to understand that this was all along how I was supposed to come to Vietnam.  It 
was a moment of profound gratitude to be in service to these brave warriors and their spouses.  
I so wished my now-deceased cousin Gus could have been here, to hear the therapeutic, 
karmic wisdom of a Mr. Tiger and a Dr. Ed Tick.   Maybe somehow, somewhere, Gus will see 
the film. 

 


