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Logline:  
In 1970, a hippie-millionaire promised to give away his fortune to anyone in need and 
was flooded with hundreds of thousands of requests. 
 
Synopsis: 
In January 1970, hippie-millionaire Michael Brody Jr., the 21-year-old heir to a 
margarine fortune, announced to the world that he would personally usher in a new era 
of peace and love by giving away his $25-million inheritance to anyone in need. In a 
frenzied few weeks, Brody and his young wife, Renee, ignited a psychedelic spiral of 
events. Instant celebrities, the Brody’s were mobbed by the public, scrutinized by the 
press, and overwhelmed by the crush of personal letters responding to this 
extraordinary offer. Fifty years later, an enormous cache of these letters are 
discovered—unopened. In this riveting follow-up to his acclaimed TOWER, award-
winning director Keith Maitland reveals the incredible story of Michael Brody Jr.—and 
the countless struggling Americans who sought his help—to create a deeply moving 
meditation on desire, need, philanthropy, and love. 
 
Official Selection: Telluride Film Festival 2021, Tribeca Film Festival 2021, SXSW 
2021  

 
 
 
 



Interview with filmmaker Keith Maitland 
 

 
Both this film and your previous film TOWER take deep dives into stories from 
specific moments in the past and allow them to speak to the present with a sense 
of contemporary relevance. What was it about Brody’s story that compelled you 
to make this film now? 
 
I’m really drawn to untold stories, the kinds of stories your grandma or uncle might tell 
after a long dinner. I’m interested in revealing bits of history that bring the human 
condition to the surface. Whatever similarities there might be between TOWER and 
Dear Mr. Brody, I think what’s most important is the raw humanity that’s right on the 
surface of the characters in both films. There’s a real desperation to the survivors of the 
shooting [in TOWER] and that same sense of desperation comes through in the people 
writing to Brody and asking for his help. When you have these high-pressure situations, 
there’s a rare opportunity to witness and examine how people react. Whether it’s 
Michael and Renee Brody on their whirlwind ten-days of fame and the promise of this 
free money or violence in a public square, people’s true character emerges in these 
moments. I’m most interested in stories that haven’t captured the popular imagination 
and haven’t been told yet; they present the perfect opportunity to find and share 
perspectives that have been lost to history.  
 
In the movie we learn about how the letters were discovered by producer Melissa 
[Robyn Glassman] in legendary film producer Ed Pressman’s storage unit. At 
what stage did you become involved?  
 
I’m lucky enough to collaborate with my wife Sarah Wilson on most of my 
documentaries—she is the co-cinematographer and one of the producers on this film. 
Sarah heard about Brody’s story from Melissa, who was her roommate at NYU. And I 
was intrigued, so I asked Melissa to tell me the story. I remember, she was so excited 
as she walked us through this story of finding these boxes in Ed’s storage unit and 
seeing that they were all addressed to this one man at one time—and they were all 
unopened. I just immediately felt like this was a story that needed to be told. And 
Melissa laughed and said, “yeah that’s what I’m trying to do!” 
 
Ed Pressman had the rights to make a fictionalized version of this all those years ago 
and Melissa was in the process of reviving that project. I wished her the best with the 
story and we went our separate ways. But over the next weeks and months, the story 
really stuck with me. I didn’t think the story of the letters would communicate as 
effectively in a fictional version vs. knowing that these are truly authentic in a doc. Sarah 
just said why don’t you just ask Melissa If she wants to make a documentary? I was so 
nervous when I finally did but she thought it was a great idea. The next hurdle was will 
Ed think it’s a great idea? Ed owns the letters and this was his project for all those 
years. The process of getting to know Ed happened to fall in line with the release of 
TOWER. People were responding really well to TOWER and next thing we know, Ed 
and Shep Gordon agreed to join us—and let us—tell this story. And we were off! 



 
In the film we learn about two attempts to tell fictionalized accounts of Brody’s 
story—there’s the script that Ed Pressman had and another one written by Don 
Enright. We also see one non-fiction attempt, a book by Andy Janquitto. This 
seems like a story that’s been dying to be told for a long time.  
 
When I became aware of the story through [producer] Melissa [Robyn Glassman] I 
knew that it was not only a great, interesting, dynamic story that hadn’t been told, but 
that some talented storytellers already recognized it as such. They were trying to tell it 
but weren’t able to—that in itself was intriguing to me. The Brody story immediately 
reminded me of Hollywood movies that I’ve seen; it’s like a psychedelic Brewster’s 
Millions or Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, or The Magic Christian. There’s a variety of 
movies that have been made that focus on this one charismatic figure giving away free 
money: a kind of Pied Piper leading people through the streets with the promise of 
prosperity or health, or wealth. So it’s a story that I had some familiarity with—
Brewster’s Millions was one of my favorite movies as a kid. To hear about a real-life 
version of it, and then to realize that the real-life version had at least been attempted to 
be reflected in films was immediately interesting to me; I love movies and I love the 
behind the scenes stories of movies that were made—and could have been made.  
 
When I talked to Ed Pressman and he told me he saw the film as a Billy Wilder black 
comedy, that was really exciting and I could picture his version of that movie existing. 
And then we discovered Don Enright had written another version of the script and he 
had a completely different take that was much more youthful—the thing kicks off at a 
Rolling Stones concert. Ed Pressman’s goal was to cast Richard Dreyfus in the lead 
and Don Enright had John Travolta in mind just on the heels of Saturday Night Fever. 
 
To top all that off, we also discovered Andy Janquitto had spent years of his life 
researching the story and writing a non-fiction manuscript. He had a really hard time 
finding a publisher for his book, mainly because the story had been lost to history; 
people didn’t recognize it and thought they would have a hard time selling it. If either of 
those two Hollywood movies had been made, I think Andy would have had no trouble 
getting his book off the ground.  
 
Did you face similar hurdles getting your documentary project green-lit? Brody’s 
story happened in such a flash. Did the people you were pitching have any 
familiarity with Brody’s story? 
 
No. Brody’s story made such a big splash when it happened in January of 1970. He and 
Renee are literally the first media celebrities of the 70s; they completely saturated 
newspapers, radio, and TV for a few weeks and then their story sort of disappears. In 
the process of developing and pitching the film, we almost never met anybody who 
remembered this story that wasn’t directly connected to it. Put it this way: I’ve yet to 
meet someone in the wild who has a strong memory of it.  
 



This story is really this amazing hidden nugget of humanity. The fact that all these 
letters remained unopened after all these years felt like it had so much potential—even 
if we didn’t know exactly what it would be. That’s the way we pitched it: by putting letters 
in front of people we were talking to and saying we don’t really know what this is going 
to become, but these letters are too powerful to ignore. We think there’s a lot to be said 
in them about what it means to be a person; what it means to have needs; what survival 
looks like; what desperation feels like; the positive affect of helping someone, of 
listening to people’s stories, and of love. That’s a lot of weird stuff to put into a pitch, but 
we had the letters and they were real and you could hold them in your hands. 
 

 
 
 
With such an incredible wealth—and overwhelming volume—of material how did 
you choose which letters to share and which stories to tell?  
 
We had a whole process that changed over time. At the beginning we just started by 
opening as many letters as we could and very quickly came to realize that every 
unopened envelope carried the possibility and promise of absolutely anything. The 
letters were full of personal stories, personal details and personal items: photos, 
newspaper clippings, art, and poetry. Each one is completely unique so it became a 
really difficult—and very subjective—task. We would open letters, put aside the ones 
that spoke to us individually and then share them with each other. In terms of numbers, 
we had about thirty thousand letters and we opened about twelve thousand of them. Of 
those twelve thousand about twelve hundred were transcribed and considered seriously 



for inclusion in the film—either to track down letter writers, or to recreate the letter, or to 
photograph it.  
 
It was a multi-tiered process involving myself, Sarah, and the producers Melissa and 
Megan [Gilbride] all weighing in. We were reading so many letters and talking about 
them all the time to the point that certain letter-writers became characters in our lives. In 
one sense the film can never live up to the experience we had of living with these 
letters, meeting these new characters, and the thrill of researching who these people 
were and what they went on to do in their lives. In tracking people down, we kind of 
become private investigators putting together a narrative of who someone was fifty 
years ago to who they went on to become.  
 
Seeing the letter-writers come face-to-face with their own past, forgotten 
memories, lost family members—even lost versions of themselves—is so 
moving. How did you establish trust and comfort with your subjects so that these 
emotional reveals could naturally unfold in front of the camera? 
 
We recognized from an early point that the privilege of reading these letters was unique. 
In fact, we debated the morality of it: was it OK for us to be the ones opening them? But 
we very quickly discovered that we were connecting with the letters in ways that told us 
what we were doing was right. Even though we were not the intended recipients, and 
we couldn’t do anything to help the plight of the writers, we realized that we were in 
some way completing a loop that these people had initiated by sending a 
communication out into the world. We were fulfilling some aspect of hearing these 
people out. That became really heartening and we really felt privileged to be a part of 
that process and wanted to respect it.  
 
Reaching out to people became a tightrope walk. Just getting them on the line to ask if 
they’re the person we think they are because we have a thing we want to talk about—
and knowing that we can’t reveal what’s in the letter because by design our hope is to 
catch that on camera. It was a tough balance. We had a lot of funny experiences along 
the way and some frustrating ones. People we were reaching out to were mostly older 
folks and that demographic is targeted by scam artists quite a bit. So to call out of the 
blue and say, “hey do you remember responding to an offer for free money?” It sounds 
like we’re scam artists… So we’d have to win people over. 
 
It’s always a challenge to reach out and ask somebody to let you point a camera at 
them and talk about the details of their lives—traumatic or dramatic as they may be. I 
think people recognized that our motives were about finding human connection.  
 
You must have come to quite a few dead ends when trying to track some of these 
people down. 
 
Some of the folks we reached out to said no, they weren’t interested in looking 
backwards. I spoke to one man and he said “I remember that time period and even 
though I don’t remember writing that letter, I know what was going on in my life then and 



that is not something I want to revisit at all. I’m a changed man and I’m not the person I 
used to be.” I tried to explain this was exactly what I wanted to put in the film, exactly 
what he was talking about and people could gain wisdom from his journey. And he just 
said “well that’s my journey and it’s not for other people.” When you make calls like that, 
it doesn’t necessarily advance the onscreen cause of your film, but I learned something 
about myself and about other people through those calls as well. For me, the process of 
making the film is just as important as the end result. Other writers, whose stories 
occupied us for so long, were never found. There are real limitations to starting from just 
a 50-year-old letter, especially in tracking down people who had been raised in or had 
fallen on hard times. Whatever idea we had about who they were, or how much their 
letter moved us, lives on in our memories and imaginations, and we wanted to 
incorporate that experience and emotion into the film as well. 
 
 

 
 
 
In the end credits we learn that the letters are being donated to Columbia 
University’s Rare Book & Manuscript Library in New York City. Can you talk about 
the value something so well preserved and so completely untouched contributes 
to the historical record? 
 
Shortly after getting started on this, we realized that we would not be able to open every 
single one of these letters and give all of them their due for the making of this film. But 
we couldn’t imagine a future for these letters that involved just putting them back into 
boxes in a storage unit somewhere never to see the light of day. So as we made the 
movie we also came up with a plan and a mission to find a home for these letters where 
they could be accessible to the public and where people could have the experience 
we’ve been having of going and actually opening unopened letters. Finding an archive 



that was interested in this gift was difficult; most archives had a hard time wrapping their 
head around the idea of receiving unopened letters and giving permission to the public 
to periodically open them. But the people at Columbia University totally got it; they saw 
that this was a living, breathing history.  
 
The letters are very much a cross section of humanity at this very specific moment in 
January of 1970; it’s like a time capsule of details and personal history. Some are so 
specific to the time; people showing their medical bills, receipts showing how much 
things cost, and what’s going on in the news that very week in Vietnam or Nigeria. 
Finding a partner in Columbia’s rare books library was as important as any other aspect 
of making this movie to us. And the generosity of Ed Pressman [who owns the rights] to 
make the gift to Columbia really completes the circle of Melissa’s discovery that day in 
the storage unit. It’s so exciting that (post COVID) people will be able to watch this 
movie and get up the next day and go across town—or across the country—to the 
Columbia library and keep the story going.    
 
Your films use visual style in a way that manages to perfectly capture a moment 
or a mood. In TOWER you used animation to recreate witness’s memories. Here 
you used a mix of some psychedelic animation, live-action re-enactments, and 
archival footage. How did you decide on an aesthetic concept for this film? 
 
My approach to storytelling, especially with these untold bits of history, remind me of 
how I felt as a kid when I was sitting around the kitchen table listening to my grandfather 
and my mother telling stories of New York City in the ‘40s, ‘50s, and ‘60s. As I would sit 
and listen, I would fill in all the pictures in my head. That’s still what I do when I listen to 
a podcast or read a newspaper article: I’m immediately envisioning the world. My 
experience with any story becomes a three dimensional, immersive experience through 
my own imagination. So when I’m telling these stories, even though they’re non-fiction, 
I’m relying on that instinct.  
 
One of the things I kept thinking about with Brody, was the state of his mind while he 
was living through this. Immediately I saw this as a psychedelic film inspired by mind-
expanding drugs, lack of sleep, unrest in the streets, and major generational shifts. It 
was all of those elements that I’d grown up reading about and had seen in movies from 
the ‘60s. They’re not exactly animations they’re kind of psychedelic collages that 
represent drug-enhanced synaptic flare ups and the ways that memory and philosophy 
can intermingle. For the recreations, we just wanted to reflect what we were feeling as 
we were opening these letters, of putting together clues of who these folks are: from 
their addresses, from their handwriting, the type of paper or stationary they’re using, the 
details that they reveal about themselves. As you’re reading, the world of the writer 
starts to come into view and I wanted that to come through and for them to feel a little 
bit like home movies. 
 
The film seems to suggest that Brody’s intentions, at least, are pure-hearted— 
that he wasn’t a con man as some of the press wanted to make him out to be, 



even if he didn’t have all the money he claimed he did. Do you feel like you have a 
definitive read on his character? 
 
One of the biggest frustrations with making this film is that no matter how much 
research we did and how many people we spoke to, we were never able to really know 
Michael Brody Jr. for ourselves. I was excited to get to see him through Renee’s eyes 
as much she was able to share and to hear about him through others that knew him, but 
the reality is that I don’t know how close we ever got to really knowing him. I don’t know 
what his motivations were, but it feels to me like he had a really good idea and that he 
went about it in not the most effective way. It feels to me like he wanted the world to be 
a better place and he wanted to play a part in seeing that through and the whole thing 
kind of got away from him. 
 
It’s crazy to think that he was only twenty-one years old when this was all happening. 
His mother died when he was three. At the end of the day the themes that reverberated 
in the film for me were family and love, relationships between kids and their parents. All 
the parts of the story that deal in tragedy are rooted in a deficit in those relationships for 
Brody. And of all the letter writers that spoke to us—most of whom were surviving 
desperation—the only thing they had to lift them up was some of those relationships.  
Brody had all the money in the world, but he didn’t have that foundational love that 
made the world make sense for him. For the majority of our letter writers, that’s the one 
thing they had going for them.  
 
Watching the film now, during COVID in particular, it feels all the more relatable 
and urgent as the wealth gap in America becomes increasingly glaring and 
fulfilling basic needs has become even more of a struggle. 
 
The incredible thing about telling a story from fifty years ago—and I’ve done that a few 
times now—is the benefit of half a generation’s perspective on the things that made that 
time unique. But there’s also continual proof that the more things change the more they 
stay the same. What people are writing in to ask for and the conditions they’re 
describing are being lived in the exact same way right now in our culture. Questions of 
poverty and inequality and racism and sexism and discrimination of all kinds are visible 
in these letters and you know that’s what’s happening in the world around us. There’s 
part of me that hopes we’ve made incremental progress in the last fifty years, and there 
are certain things that you do see reflected that are positive changes. But those positive 
changes are under attack right now with a very real threat of sliding even further 
backwards. Too many people have too many needs and we have to do better to take 
care of each other. 
 
The takeaway is—as always—how interconnected we are, regardless of time and 
geography. It’s incredible when you open a letter and it looks like it could have been 
written yesterday because they’re so well preserved. And you’re reading something that 
feels like it could have been written by someone down the street from where you live 
right now. There are very few surprises; there’s pain and desperation and hope and 
inspiration. There are people that are so grateful to Brody for giving them an opportunity 



to express themselves and highlight society’s problems. What we realized while we 
were making the film was: OK what we can’t do is write checks to these people, we 
can’t go back in time and solve problems. But what we can do is have the conversations 
that those folks wanted to have fifty years ago—because those same conversations still 
need to be had.  
 
*Photographs by Sarah Wilson 
 
  



 
 

 
 
 
About Director Keith Maitland 
Keith Maitland follows up the Emmy-winning TOWER with a psychedelic look at money, 
desire—and ultimately, love—with his 4th nonfiction feature, Dear Mr. Brody.  A director, 
producer and screenwriter, Maitland lives in Austin, TX with his wife (Dear Mr. Brody 
producer/cinematographer) Sarah Wilson, and their 6-year-old production-assistant/son, 
Theo. On the heels of TOWER, an animated school-shooting 
documentary, Variety named Maitland one of “10 Documakers to Watch.” In 2016-2017, 
TOWER won multiple festival awards, received PGA, Gotham, and Peabody 
nominations and won the first-ever Critic’s Choice Award for Most Innovative 
Documentary, as well as the Emmy for Best Historical Documentary. 
  
Maitland began his career on the streets of New York, working on the fiction side of the 
industry as a DGA Trainee and Assistant Director. After 7-seasons with NBC’s Law & 
Order, and work on a variety of features, Maitland was inspired by his documentary-
photographer wife, Sarah Wilson, to try his hand at non-fiction storytelling. Wilson is the 
cinematographer of both TOWER and Dear Mr. Brody. She serves as a Producer on 
DEAR MR. BRODY as well. Together they own Go-Valley, a production compound in 
East Austin. 

In addition to developing new documentaries, Maitland works as a screenwriter 
(partnered with New York Times reporter Matt Apuzzo) and he’s currently attached to 
direct Nobody’s Money, a fictionalized adaptation of one of Apuzzo’s articles. 
 
 

 
 



 
Credits 

 
 

Greenwich Entertainment, Impact Partners and Topic Studios present 
an Edward R. Pressman / Alive Films / Go-Valley / Twelve21 / Hidden Candy 

Production 
 

DEAR MR. BRODY 
 

Directed by  
Keith Maitland 

 
Produced by 

Melissa Robyn Glassman 
Megan Gilbride 
Keith Maitland 
& Sarah Wilson 

 
Executive Producers 
Edward R. Pressman 

Shep Gordon 
Jon Katz 

Carolyn Pfeiffer 
Dan Cogan 

Jenny Raskin 
Geralyn White Dreyfous 

Michael Bloom 
Maria Zuckerman 

Lisa Leingang 
Regina K. Scully 

 
Cinematography by 

Sarah Wilson & Keith Maitland 
 

Stills Photography by  
Sarah Wilson 

 
Edited by  

Austin Reedy 
 

Original Music by  
Osei Essed 

 
Collages by  



John Mark Lapham 
 

Visual Effects 
Gary Walker & Sam Klatt 

 
Sound Design 
Lyman Hardy III 

 
Colorist 

Parke Gregg 
 

Music Supervisor 
Mirna Maddox 

 
Story Consultants 

Renee Brody & Michael J. Brody III 
 

Casting 
Vicky Boone 

 
Re-Creation Cast 
Rebecca Beegle 

Chris Doubek 
Osei Essed 

Chrislyn Lawrence 
Josephine McAdam 

Frank Mosley 
Jessica Thompson 

 


