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Like many great inventions of the
imagination, the Tally Shorts Film Festi-
val was born in a garage.

Conspiring alongside six other Talla-
hassee film visionaries, Mark Bauer
wanted to increase the odds for inde-
pendent filmmakers to have their work
spotlighted, so as not be lost in the del-
uge of media prevalent in today’s mar-
ket. Short films especially get the short-
end of the stick, a disadvantage as it’s
the place where Bauer says many film-
makers “cut their teeth.”

The first year they launched the festi-
val, it was a grassroots effort and free to
attend. Six years later, Bauer says the
festival continues to grow in both audi-
ence and submissions, showing short
films from all over the world, and will
premiere its sixth season Jan. 26 and 27
at the Challenger Learning Center.

“Last year we had Phillip Middleton
visit us from Australia, and filmmakers
from Finland and Iraq come and repre-
sent their films,” says Bauer, who is also
proud of the local talent that is part of
the festival as well. “You find that the
goal of all filmmakers is to get as many
people to watch a film as they can. We
wanted to bring that to Tallahassee with
short films and give them an avenue to
show their stuff.”

Before he was a filmmaker, Bauer first
honed his artistic skills in the realm of
fine arts. Both of his parents were artists
in their own right, and he was inclined to
follow a similar path. He credits his high
school art teacher, Mr. Stuber, for im-
parting to him the importance of com-
position. Those foundations are some-
thing he still carries with him when en-
visioning his short films.

Before earning his bachelor’s in stu-
dio art at Florida State University, Bauer
found a mentor in Tallahassee Commu-
nity College professor Carlos Miranda.
He and Miranda still keep in close con-
tact, as both are founding members of
the Tally Shorts Film Festival. Enrolling

in a video course in college first intro-
duced Bauer to the idea of pursuing film.
He remembers making his first film
about a chess match but laughs as he re-
calls it.

“It was fun, but I’m sure if I opened it
up now I would cringe,” says Bauer. “All
artists go through that journey with
their early work.”

Working in editing, animation,
graphic design, and freelance, Bauer’s
experience spans every realm of film
and video production. One of the most
important lessons he’s learned in the
field is to not overlook pre-production.

Before getting a camera rolling, he
stresses how pre-planning each step of
the process meticulously will save time
in the long run. He sees production itself
as being the most fun as you feel you’re
accomplishing something each day,
whereas post-production can be more
of a nail-biter.

“That’s when you assemble the
pieces and see it all come together,” says
Bauer. “It’s pretty nerve-racking be-
cause it could have all gone wrong or you
might have captured lightning in a bot-
tle.” 

Bauer has been a professional and
hobbyist independent filmmaker for 15
years. He looks up to directors like the
Cohen Brothers, David Fincher, and
Mark Romanek, who all contain a sense
of mystery and foreboding in their
styles. 

“I always look for a good story and a
good script because it doesn’t matter
how slick your visuals are, if it doesn’t
have a good story it’s not going to work,”
says Bauer, who served as Programming
Director for Tally Shorts for five years.
“When we are watching the films, we
have a group of 20 people rate it for sto-
ry, technical ability, and overall enter-
tainment value. If it has a weak story
that is the fastest thing that will prevent
it from being chosen.”

He captured the concept for his short
film “Lucky Break” in 2010. The quirky
tale of a fortune cookie that could pre-
dict the future follows along the lines of
shows like “The Twilight Zone” and
“Black Mirror,” both favorites of Bauer,
and won awards at the Florida Panhan-
dle Film Festival, Synerfest Film Festi-
val, and the Black Hills Film Festival.

He’s most proud of his recent short

film, however, “Specimen 0625c” which
follows a girl who is abducted by aliens
and must run like a lab rat in a maze with
a complete stranger. Bauer crafted an
eerie plot to keep audiences guessing,
and was grateful to have found a ded-
icated crew — another scarce resource
in the world of short film. 

As Marketing Director of this year’s
Tally Shorts Film Festival, Bauer is most
looking forward to seeing the films for
the first time as an attendee. He says the
opening night block of films is perfect
for anyone looking to get a taste of the
best of Tally Shorts, as it will feature a
film from every genre.

On Saturday, a kid-friendly block will
kick off the day, and later a meet and
greet with professionals from all differ-
ent parts of filmmaking, writing, pro-
duction, costume design, will provide
an opportunity for networking.

Introducing a new element to the
weekend, Bauer is also excited for the
Friday education panel on “The Impor-
tance of Short Film,” which will bring to-
gether expert and visiting filmmakers to
discuss the impact short films can have.

“If you can tell a really convincing
story in 25 minutes or less then you’ve
got what it takes,” states Bauer, whose
advice to budding filmmakers is as suc-
cinct as his films. “Keep it short.” 

Spotlight shines on Tally Shorts Film Festival 
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

Tally Shorts Film Festival will premier its sixth season Jan. 26 and 27 at the
Challenger Learning Center. MARK BAUER

If you go
What: Sixth Annual Tally Shorts Film
Festival

When: 6-11 p.m. on Friday, Jan. 26 and
10 a.m-11 p.m on Saturday, Jan. 27

Where: Challenger Learning Center,
200 S. Duval St.

Cost: Individual tickets $6 at the door,
all-inclusive passes $22. Discounts are
available for 55+, film society members,
and students with valid photo I.D.

Contact: For more information, call
850-321-9390 or visit http://tallysh-
orts.com/.

Bryce. When the boys were 10, Hitler in-
vaded Poland. And when they turned 15,
it was France itself that became a coun-
try occupied by Nazis. The lives that had
seemed so symmetrical would forever
diverge.

Ghosts and memories 

Bryce Thornton is now just a few days
shy of 93. He looks 20 years younger.
With a full head of thick white hair, a
strong voice, and a memory that pins an
exact date to every event he chronicles,
he doesn’t often allow himself to ven-
ture into a past where ghosts sometimes
say his name.

Yet he knows that to do so is to honor
the 149 men who accompanied him in
the Army’s 104th Infantry unit during
two and a half years of some of the most
intense fighting of World War II. “Only
29 came back,” he says, his eyes filling
with tears. “I guess there are maybe
three left now.”

Thornton looks at the medals on the
wall over the sofa. Along with old photos
of himself in fatigues taken in 1945 and
the Timber Wolf insignia of the 104th,
the medals note Good Conduct, two Eu-
ropean, African and American Cam-
paign medals, the Victory Medal, the
Army of Occupation Medal, and a
Bronze Star, given for ‘heroic and meri-
torious service’. That last one he de-
clines to talk about. “They say I saved
someone’s life. I don’t want to talk about
it, though.”

But Bryce Thornton remembers all of
it.

“After my basic training, we were
sent to France. I was a “Pioneer;” that
meant that I was trained in diffusing
and removing mines and booby traps.
And there were plenty.” Bouncing Bettys
and shoe mines that would take your
foot or leg in the seconds after you heard
a deadly “click-click;” the hundreds of
booby traps spread across minefields
that had to be cleared with hand-
pushed, pipe bombs called Bangalore
Torpedoes, before the GIs could pro-
ceed.

And along with it, the miserable
fighting conditions of a sleet-sodden
winter.

Up from France, through Belgium,
into the soggy low country of the Neth-
erlands, in “Dutch canals up to your
waist in water, with no dry clothes for a
week,” the 104th fought vicious battles
with enemies just feet across the water.

After two years of nearly non-stop
fighting, before Thornton left for the fi-
nal push toward Cologne, he would tear
explosives from the timbers below the
Remagen Bridge, then rejoin the Timber
Wolves for what in the end was perhaps
the worst of all of the horrors the now
20-year-old man would witness.

‘Final hell of Buchenwald’

The 104th would enter the Dora-Mit-
telbau “sub” concentration camp called

Nordhausen, a place called the “final
hell of Buchenwald.”

It is where Isaac lived.
It is where 3,000 other Isaacs died.

Nordhausen was the place men and
women of a half dozen countries were
brought not only to be murdered but to
have the last ounces of human labor
wrung from them before they were dis-
carded and stacked like cord-wood
along the sides of buildings, boney over-
flow from a small crematorium on the
hill.

Early on, Nordhausen, part of the Do-
ra-Mittelbau camp, had been dug as a
series of tunnels into the mountain sur-
rounding the small town of the same
name nearby. V2 rockets, “buzz bombs,”
that were terrifying Europe and England
were manufactured there.

The prisoners were forced to live in
the tunnels, coming out only every five
days, but when Albert Speer, Hitler’s
chief architect as well as his minister of
armaments and war production, noted
the accelerating death rate from the liv-
ing conditions, he ordered dormitories
built: “If one building could hold one
hundred, two hundred were assigned,
sharing the same beds and twelve-hour
shifts.”

There were no toilets, only buckets.
Later, it was estimated that prisoners
received between 300-500 calories a
day. The death rate was staggering. Of
the 6,000 men and women at Nordhau-
sen, 4,000 were lying dead in the dormi-
tories, tunnels, and dirt of the camp.
Fewer than 1,000 were able to be med-
ically saved. A very few could walk and
talk. The SS guards had abandoned
them to the disease and starvation of
this human abyss.

“No one can describe it properly,”
says Thornton. “The stench… the stench
of dead and dying bodies, of human
waste, of disease… The waste of war…
the waste of all those lives…”

Thornton is overcome.

Yet even as his mind reeled, he says
he spoke with two prisoners… skeletal
survivors… one, a Frenchman… who
might have been called Isaac. “The
Frenchman had been beaten. He said it
happened every day. He felt lucky he
hadn’t been shot. Shot and his corpse
left to rot in the yard with the other bod-
ies. He showed me his back and hips…
beaten black and blue… he spoke Eng-
lish, and like all of the ones who were
still alive, were so grateful to us. He
probably was about my age…”

Thornton didn’t go on to know the
Frenchman. Yet he thinks of him still.
And of the young men of the 104th who
didn’t return.

Over the length of the Netherlands
campaign, the Timber Wolves division
sustained 1,426 casualties, with 313 men
killed and 103 missing. They remain
with Bryce Thornton, who when he re-
turned home tried to go on to college.

Because of what might today be diag-
nosed as PTSD, but then was referred to
as “the shakes” or “battle fatigue,” col-
lege seemed impossible. Instead, he re-
turned to his father’s house, took up
painting for a time and healed. He also
met the love of his life, Helen, to whom
he’s been married for 64 years. Today,
after a career with the state, the Thorn-
tons travel as much as possible.

Which brings us to the third person in
the story.

A trip to Germany

In the warm weather of 1945, as the
104th was regrouping and preparing to
leave Europe, the unit’s commander
told the mess sergeant to “set up out-
side.” Four little German boys across the
street were watching. The next day, they
came again to watch, only this time
there were nine. And one child crossed
the street to ask what happened to the
uneaten food. When told it was thrown
out and that they could have it if they

liked, the following day, 30 children ar-
rived with tiny lunch buckets.

Thornton noticed one small boy who
seemed quieter than the rest, sadder,
standing to the side. Yet he brought ex-
tra buckets and filled each one with a lit-
tle. It seems he was from the orphanage
down the street and was trying to feed
his friends as well. His name was Hans.
And after taking his photo, Thornton
took him under his wing.

In 2003, Thornton, his wife and son
all went to Germany, retracing the battle
route the 20-year-old Thornton had
fought nearly 60 years before. They
even went to the town where Hans had
lived. Later, Thornton’s son sent copies
of that old photo to the town’s mayor,
who posted them in the paper.

The rest is the way an old Jimmy
Stewart movie might have ended. Hans
still lived there and remembered the
young American soldier who had be-
friended him. At a surprise reception
when the Thornton’s returned the next
year, Hans and Bryce Thornton were re-
united before a cheering turnout of the
whole town.

Hans died a few years ago. The buddy
who accompanied Thornton through-
out their years in the 104th deactivating
the killing mechanisms of war also died.
It is likely that the French man…Isaac…
is also gone. In a way.

It is said that people die once when
their breathing ends. That they die
again when they are buried and one can
no longer see their faces. And that they
only finally die when they are no longer
remembered.

If this is true, for Bryce Thornton,
none of the men of the 104th is truly
gone; little Hans lives on, and the thou-
sands of Nordhausen are with him still.

And if we close our eyes and listen,
perhaps with us as well.

Marina Brown can be reached at
mcdb100@comcast.net. And Marina
Brown Author on FB.
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Bryce Thornton, a 92-year-old World War II veteran, holds a photo of himself from his Army days. JOE RONDONE/DEMOCRAT


