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LOGLINE 
 
In a forlorn Rust Belt city, cheering for the NHL team means cheering for the city itself. 
Through three intimate stories of die-hard hockey fans in a city struggling to overcome 
its past, The Fan Connection shows that with heart, grit, and hope people can rise 
above their expectations.  
 
SHORT SYNOPSIS 
 
In the Rust Belt city of Buffalo, NY, frustration is at an all time high after decades of 
decline and broken promises.  Not seeing a path to renewal for their city in the 
politicians or corporations who have let them down for decades, the beleaguered yet 
loyal citizens turn to their professional hockey team for relevance, not just for their city, 
but for themselves.   
 
The Fan Connection is a deeply personal fly-on-the-wall look at the lives of die-hard 
fans over a hockey season.  Ultimately, it is a heart-warming story of what it means to 
be a fan, identifying with a city, and the power of ordinary citizens to affect change. 
 
LONG SYNOPSIS 
 
The Rust Belt city of Buffalo, NY yearns to reclaim its lost pride despite a growing sense 
of futility and cynicism after decades of decline. When a new owner buys their 
professional hockey team and promises a championship, Buffalonians see a path to 
their city’s relevance. 
 
Throughout this season of unprecedented hopes, we meet a nonagenarian rehabbing 
from a serious fall, a young man with cerebral palsy determined to learn to drive after 
doubting himself for years, and a teenager struggling to find her identity while coping 
with the death of her father. As these fans overcome life’s struggles and cheer their 
team, ordinary citizens take responsibility for their city, refusing to wait for politicians or 
silver-bullet solutions to determine their future. 
 
Combining archival material, interviews, and hand-held vérité footage, The Fan 
Connection immerses us in the stories of everyday Buffalonians to shed light on the 
larger story of why sports matter in a city seeking to rise from the ashes.



DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 
 
I was part of a generational exodus from my hometown of Buffalo, NY.  But, like so 
many Buffalo ex-pats, I never lost that emotional connection to my city or to the 
Sabres, our professional hockey team. 
 
So, in 2006, I was thrilled to spend the entirety of my two-month hiatus in Buffalo, 
landing in time to be a part of the Sabres almost magical 2006 playoff run.  Ultimately, 
they would not reach the Stanley Cup finals, but I was mesmerized by what that run 
had done for the city. People were united and hopeful as if the entire city was on the 
team. Droves of fans even showed up at the airport to thank the team after they 
eventually lost.   
 
Who does that?  I had to explore this idea, but it wasn’t until 2011 when I knew that this 
idea was a documentary about a city that had consistently lost in every way told 
through fans of a hockey team that had also always lost.  It was a story about loyalty, 
pride, and hope in the face of near constant disappointment, and I had to make it 
RIGHT NOW!  A new Sabres owner was promising a Stanley Cup in three years.  If his 
vision came to be, this movie would be moot. It’s easy to be loyal to and cheer for a 
winner but it’s something special to cheer for a team and a city that never wins. 
 
This story would only be as strong as the fans I found to be in the movie; an audience 
would only care about Buffalo and the Sabres if they cared about the people who did.  I 
held “casting” sessions, and when 170 people showed up, I knew my life would 
change.  I went back to Los Angeles, quit a job that I loved on a bona-fide hit, The 
Office, and was shortly back in Buffalo filming the start of the 2011 Sabres’ season.   
 
Over the next four years, I filmed 13 people in all aspects of their lives: hospital and 
cemetery visits, driving lessons, and, of course, watching Sabres games.  I traveled as 
a one-person crew, directing as well as working the camera and sound as I tried to 
normalize my presence in everyone’s lives.  As they grew accustomed to my (and the 
camera’s) presence, I was granted access to their hopes, dreams, and vulnerabilities.   
 
Throughout this, I learned more about my hometown, reading the newspaper every day 
and researching its history.  I found stories of more people taking responsibility for the 
city and was uniquely positioned to showcase Buffalo as it went through a wholly 
unexpected period of growth.   
 
In the end, I amassed 1000 hours of footage, and spent two years whittling the personal 
stories from thirteen to three. Then, thanks to a successful Kickstarter campaign (our 
only source of outside funding), we hired a post team to complete this story.  Along with 
my producer and editor, we melded all the unique threads (city, Sabres, and personal) 
to tell a heartwarming story of persistence and resilience.  
 
After watching the movie I hope people will feel empowered – that they are capable of 
creating their own change and don’t have to wait for someone else to do it for them.   
 
-Mary Wall 
 



THE CHARACTERS 
 
MARK  
 
Mark was born with a “touch of cerebral palsy” and raised in western New York.  He 
grew up a Sabres fan, spending his childhood around the players because his physical 
therapist also worked as the team’s assistant strength coach.  Mark sees the team as a 
means for both him and Buffalo, the city he loves, to get a win.  He just “wants to know 
that feeling – just once.”  Seeking more independence and looking for his own win, 
Mark recommits to learning to drive after ten years of doubting himself because of a 
bad experience.  Now set up with hand controls, Mark pushes through the ups and 
downs of trying to get his license in order to prove to himself and those around him 
that, “even with a disability, people can do anything.”  All the while, he is calculating 
and recalculating playoff odds as the season unfolds.  
 
HANNAH & RENÉE  
 
After marrying Chris, an uber-Sabres fan, Renée moved from North Carolina to Buffalo 
at a time when most Buffalonians were deserting the city in droves. Together, they 
raised their daughter, Hannah, as a Sabres fan until Chris passed away from a sudden, 
serious illness when Hannah was only seven years old.  It was during this tragedy that 
Renée and Hannah saw all the reasons why Buffalo is the City of Good Neighbors as 
they leaned on their community for support. Now a teenager, Hannah struggles with 
acceptance from her peers and herself as she navigates growing up without her 
father.  Renée and Hannah remain steadfast Sabres fans as a way to stay connected to 
Chris. 
 
FRANCES, MICKEY, & MICHEL 
 
After 68 years of marriage, Frances and Mickey want nothing more than to “be here 
[together] for a few more years,” and to see the Sabres win a Stanley Cup. They moved 
to Buffalo after Mickey returned from WWII and have lived through the city’s ups and 
downs while raising their family.  They have been Sabres fans since the franchise began 
in 1970 and fans of the sport of hockey for even longer.  Their passion for the Sabres 
has been entwined in every part of their lives, from using hockey cards as flash cards to 
quiz their grandchildren to Frances recording her own stats during games.  Now, as 
Frances recovers from a serious fall, they, along with their granddaughter, Michel, must 
navigate their new reality all while hoping that this year is the year they win a Stanley 
Cup. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



FILMMAKER BIOS 
 
MARY WALL, Director/Producer 
 
Mary Wall grew up outside of Buffalo, NY, and after stints as a high school mathematics 
teacher and environmental engineer, she moved to Los Angeles where she worked on 
The Office and Parks and Recreation.  While there, she wrote digital material for The 
Office on NBC.com, including several webisodes.  One of those webisodes, “The Third 
Floor,” which she co-wrote with Jonathan Hughes and Kelly Hannon, resulted in a 
Writers Guild Nomination for Short Form New Media. She combined her love of 
problem-solving and storytelling at Carnegie Mellon University, where she earned a 
Bachelor of Science in Civil Engineering and a Bachelor of Arts in Creative Writing. 
 
ERIC WOJTANIK, Producer 
 
Raised in Eden, NY, Eric Wojtanik got his start producing low-budget independent 
projects before moving to Los Angeles to work in sitcom television.  He has worked on 
several television series including Dads, Cristela, Lady Dynamite and Speechless, where 
he earned a shared script-writing credit on the episode “Game Night”. He honed his 
story crafting skills at SUNY Oswego, earning a Bachelor of Arts in Cinema and Screen 
Studies and Creative Writing.  He received the Chancellor’s Award for Student 
Excellence upon graduation, the highest academic and extracurricular honor in the 
SUNY system.   
 
BLAIR PENNINGTON, Editor 
 
Blair Pennington is a documentary filmmaker and editor whose star is rapidly 
rising.  She is a 2018 graduate of the Dodge College of Film and Media Arts at 
Chapman University where she earned her BFA in News and Documentary.  Her short 
documentary, “How We Eat,” was a finalist in competition at the 2019 Big Sky 
Documentary Film Festival. She has also had films premiere at the 2017 Beverly Hills 
International Film Festival and the 2017 Awareness Film Festival.  Blair currently lives in 
Los Angeles, where she continues to work in documentary filmmaking. 
 
JOHN SWIHART, Composer 
 
John has composed scores for over one hundred films and television series.  Notable 
titles include NBC’s Trial and Error and Go On, as well as the Emmy Award-Winning-
Series How I Met Your Mother.  On the feature film side, John composed original scores 
for Youth in Revolt, Employee of the Month, and Napoleon Dynamite, for which he won 
a Golden Satellite Award and received a Grammy nomination.   John attended Berklee 
College of Music in Boston where he developed his commitment to finding unique 
sounds that resonate with story to create memorable contemporary scores.  He 
currently lives in Los Angeles where he continues to compose for feature films and 
television. 
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