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Synopsis 
 
Ready for War explores the phenomenon of deported United States military veterans. This documentary 
follows three Green Card-holding soldiers at various stages in this process: one in Tijuana fighting to 
come home to American soil and reunite with his family; another in ICE detention fighting deportation; 
and a third, lost in the clutches of a drug cartel in Ciudad Juarez, waging a war that was never meant to 
be his own. 
 
 
  



 
 
 

About the Production  
 
In the summer of 2017, director Andrew Renzi and producer Nick Boak had just wrapped principal 
photography on their first documentary together, They Fight. As excited as they were to be shifting gears 
into post-production, they were also beginning to feel the pressure and anxiety of deciding on their next 
project. They caught wind of a small, but incredibly compelling story unfolding about a large group of 
deported U.S. military veterans in Mexico and a soldier amongst them who fought to raise awareness 
and bring them back home. Hector Barajas and his Deported Veterans Support House (“The Bunker”) 
had been featured in the Los Angeles Times, CNN and several other prominent publications, but the 
filmmakers were utterly shocked to find how little traction this story was getting. For a country that takes 
such pride in “supporting our troops,” the action of deporting a veteran felt decidedly un-American. 
Surely, this was something everybody could agree upon, regardless of political affiliation ... but 
evidently, this story of banished immigrant soldiers was swallowed up in the sea of escalating news 
stories along the border. The filmmakers knew this story was one that absolutely needed to be told. They 
were fortunate enough to partner with producer Kerstin Emhoff of Prettybird who believed in the vision 
and financed the production until it was purchased by SHOWTIME. Along the way, they also garnered 
the loyal support of multi-platinum artist, Drake, and military veteran, A-list director David Ayer. Both 
Drake and Ayer brought their own unique perspective and emotional connection to the issue, which has 
allowed for an invaluable creative collaboration between these two artists and the filmmakers.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
What began as two filmmakers chasing a hot story quickly became a journey of deep emotional 
investment, heartache and often physical danger. As Renzi and Boak immersed themselves in the world 
of these deported vets, they developed deep relationships with men who still struggle with PTSD, 
substance abuse and the physical scars of modern of warfare, yet cannot receive the care they need and 
deserve. Miguel Perez is just one of these men. The filmmakers immediately established a strong bond 
with Miguel’s entire family and community in Chicago when the story of his impending deportation 
exploded onto the media scene. They often found themselves in the very difficult position of a 
documentarian: wanting to help without interfering in real people’s lives, but also capturing very real 
moments of absolute sadness and heartbreak without being invasive and exploitative. These moments 
and decisions were often just as emotionally taxing as some of the more dangerous endeavors the 
filmmakers pursued.  
 
Early on in the filming process, Hector Barajas revealed that not only were these veterans being separated 
from their families and exiled from the country fought for, they were frequently forced to work as hitmen, 
or “sicarios,” by Mexican drug cartels. This realization was at the same time incredibly exciting and 
terrifying. This already complex story suddenly took on another dramatic, provocative angle. With 
Miguel, Hector and a U.S. veteran sicario, they could explore three different perspectives at different 
stages of the deported veteran experience. However, in order to explore this angle properly, the 
filmmakers would have to put themselves and their crew in extreme danger. Over the course of two 
years, they were able to pursue deeper and deeper access to the Juárez and Sinaloa Cartels. They spent 
a day unsupervised in a maximum security prison in Juárez to gain permission from a cartel lieutenant 
serving 50 years for murdering police officers. They visited drug dens, meth labs and gun warehouses. 
They followed smugglers to the border and sicarios into enemy territory. Through all of these 
experiences, they discovered a significant number of deported veterans who have been forced into this 



 
 
 

kind of work by the age-old Narco ultimatum, “Plata o Plomo” (Silver or Lead). While not all of these 
voices were able to be featured in the film, “El Vet” eventually served as the haunting embodiment of 
all of these men we they? met who have fallen into the hands of a drug cartel.  
 
From a technical and storytelling standpoint, the goal of Ready for War was to elevate and intensify the 
viewing experience of a documentary, creating an experience closer to what an audience might expect 
from a scripted suspense thriller or melodrama. The first step in accomplishing this object was to 
establish a formal aesthetic approach that matches what audiences are used to seeing in the movie theater. 
Renzi and Jeff Peterman, Director of Photography, chose to film on the RED Monstro with Zeiss Master 
Anamorphic lenses. Despite the bulky and cumbersome nature of this camera package, the camera team 
was able to capture verité documentary moments in a way that has rarely been seen before. This aesthetic 
style strongly complimented Renzi’s cinematic approach to the narrative. Since Ready for War is an 
issue-driven documentary, there was really no way to avoid using expert interviews without leaving the 
audience poorly informed. However, as much as possible, Renzi strove to drive the narrative through 
active moments and real-time plots that unfold across the entire 90 minutes. It is the great hope of the 
filmmakers that their attention to detail with the formal elements of the documentary will allow this story 
to reach and touch many people across America. 
 
At a time when broad issues like immigration can be extremely polarizing, the ultimate hope is that the 
specificity of Ready for War is an opportunity to provoke some nuance in these sweeping, heated debates. 
This is not a film asking for blanket reform of our immigration policies. It simply asks us to evaluate 
how we are treating men and women who came here legally, who loved our values and our way of life 
so dearly that they served us honorably. They came home from service, they struggled and made 
mistakes. They paid the price for those mistakes with prison time. They shouldn’t have to serve another 
permanent sentence of exile from their homes and families. And if you don’t agree with that, then maybe 
you will agree with this: surely you would rather keep these highly trained soldiers on American soil 
than potentially put them in the hands of the most sinister and evil organizations in the world? 
 
  



 
 
 

Andrew Renzi Biography (Director) 
 
In 2017, filmmaker Andrew Renzi, founded North of Now (NoN), a production company focused on 
bridging the gap between journalism and cinema, producing feature film and series content for the 
documentary world and using that IP as the foundation for compelling stories in the fiction world. 
Through his NoN banner, Renzi is currently in post-production on Ready for War (?), a feature 
documentary directed by Renzi that examines the cause and effect of deporting immigrant veterans to 
Mexico, where many are recruited by drug cartels. The film is being produced for SHOWTIME 
alongside multi-platinum artist Drake and David Ayer. In 2018, Renzi premiered his feature doc, They 
Fight on Fox, a story of a thriving inner-city boxing program in Washington DC. The film was produced 
alongside Academy Award winner Common (The Chi). Currently, Renzi is in post on A Taste of Sky, a 
feature doc he produced alongside the producers of Jiro Dreams of Sushi, examining an unlikely culinary 
project that is unfolding in Bolivia. Renzi recently directed the “SOS: Stop Opioid Silence” campaign, 
a national call to action for policy reform which featured stories of loss and recovery from 12 people 
around the country alongside 25 U.S. Senators from crisis states. Currently, Renzi is directing the A$AP 
Rocky documentary and developing a slate of non-fiction projects for his company to produce. 
 
Renzi’s first two short films, The Fort and Karaoke!, were selected in consecutive years at the Sundance 
Film Festival, going on to win numerous awards, including the Panavision Future Filmmaker Award and 
short of the year on shortoftheweek.com. In 2014, he participated in the Sundance Screenwriters lab and 
in the same year, directed and produced the feature documentary, Fishtail, a Sotheby’s commissioned 
fine-art project that toured museums and festivals across the world. Outside of directing, Renzi wrote 
the first draft for the upcoming Janis Joplin biopic, Janis, that is being produced by Atlas Entertainment 
(The Dark Knight Trilogy, American Hustle), he is writing the fiction adaptation of his documentary 
They Fight for Argent Pictures and an original screenplay, The Actor, for Mandalay Pictures. In addition 
to writing and directing, Renzi has produced films including Sympathy for Delicious by director Mark 
Ruffalo (Sundance ’10), Afterschool (Cannes ’08) and Two Gates of Sleep (Cannes ’10).  Renzi began 
his career blending mango lasses for Wes Anderson. 
 
  



 
 
 

Nick Boak Biography (Producer) 
 
Nick Boak joined forces with director Andrew Renzi in 2017 to form North of Now (NoN), where he 
served as Producer on They Fight (2018) and Executive Producer on A Taste of Sky (2019). Boak and 
Renzi have worked closely together for the last two years on the feature documentary Ready for War 
and are thrilled to premiere their film at the 2019 Toronto International Film Festival alongside their 
partners at SHOWTIME, Dreamcrew, Cedar Park, Prettybird and eOne. Earlier in 2019, Boak produced 
“SOS: Stop Opioid Silence,” a national PSA campaign for Facebook.  
 
Boak began his career in entertainment in 2012 as an assistant in the MP Literary department at ICM 
Partners. In 2013, he went on to work under his mentor Chuck Roven at Atlas Entertainment, earning 
credits on American Hustle, Batman V Superman, Warcraft and the 12 Monkeys TV Series. In 2015, 
Boak was hired by John Lesher as a Creative Executive, working on Black Mass and Hostiles. Boak is 
a proud alumnus of the USC School of Cinematic Arts. 
 
  



 
 
 

Backgrounder on Miguel Perez, Hector Barajas, and El Vez 
 
Hector Barajas grew up in Compton, California. His family moved from a small farming community 
in Zacatecas, Mexico when he was 7. Despite growing up in a racially tense and sometimes volatile 
neighborhood, Hector had a great upbringing and loved living in America. After graduating high school, 
he joined the U.S. Army 82nd Airborne Division with the promise of obtaining citizenship and a better 
future. He returned home from service and struggled to adjust without the structure and purpose the 
military gave him. He fell into drugs and was arrested and convicted for discharging a firearm. He was 
deported to Tijuana in 2004 and for some time, lived homeless on the streets, abusing drugs and alcohol. 
However, he was eventually able to turn his life around when he started the Deported Veterans Support 
House in Tijuana. Affectionately called “The Bunker,” Hector created a safe haven for deported veterans, 
offering them resources and support that he didn’t have when he was deported. In 2015, Hector compiled 
a database of over 300 deported veterans in at least 34 different countries and began working with the 
ACLU to fight for their rights and benefits. Hector continues to add more and more deported veterans to 
the database from around the world, as more get deported every year. Around the time Ready for War 
began filming, Hector opened up another “Bunker” location in Ciudad Juárez, the other Mexican border 
town where most deported vets end up.  
 
Miguel Perez came to Chicago when he was 6 years old. He grew up attending public school and 
watching the Cubs play at Wrigley Field. Much like Hector, he saw the Army as an amazing opportunity 
to solidify his American citizenship, a career and some discipline in his life. He enlisted at peace team 
but graduated from basic training on September 11, 2001. When his class was told they were shipping 
off to Afghanistan, they assumed it was a joke that the officers played on every graduating class. Miguel 
ended up serving two tours in Afghanistan at the height of the war. He served alongside with a Special 
Forces unit and suffered from two traumatic brain injuries. When Miguel returned home, he suffered 
from PTSD, along with his physical injuries. The Veterans Affairs Hospital in Chicago was extremely 
overloaded at the time, and he was unable to receive the care he needed. Miguel fell into drug and alcohol 
abuse to self-medicate. He became estranged from his wife and two kids and began living with friends. 
He was living with his drug dealer and offered to help him with a drug deal. Miguel handed two 
kilograms of cocaine to an undercover police officer and plead guilty to drug trafficking charges. What 
he didn’t realize was that at the end of an 8-year sentence, he would also face deportation proceedings 
from ICE.   
  
El Vet grew up in El Paso with an upbringing that is eerily similar to Hector and Miguel. After serving 
honorably in the U.S. Army, El Vet got in a physical altercation with another man, allegedly over a piece 
of jewelry. He was charged with assault and battery and served time in an El Paso prison, where he was 
recruited by the Barrio Azteca gang. Though the gang started in El Paso prisons, it has since spread 
across the border and has become one of the predominant enforcement arms of the Juarez Cartel. When 
El Vet was deported to Juarez with no money or support, he was quickly picked up by the Aztecas. The 
filmmakers were able to film with El Vet because his boss, El Chupon, ordered him to from inside of 
prison. However, internal struggle is all too common within gangs and cartels. The filmmakers got a 
strong impression that El Vet saw himself as better than Chupon and was planning to make his own 
moves in the near future. 
  



 
 
 

Credits 
 
A Film by 
Andrew Renzi 
 
Produced by 
Nick Boak 
Kerstin EmhoffAndrew Renzi 
 
Produced by 
Anthony Gonzalez 
Jason Shrier 
 
Executive Producer 
Vinnie Malhotra 
 
Executive Producers 
Drake 
Adel "Future" Nur 

 
Executive Producer 
Tara Long 
 
Executive Producer 
 
David Ayer 
Chris Long 
Director of Photography 
Jeffrey Peterman 
 
Editor 
Ben Wolin 
 
Supervising Editor 
Luis Carballar 
 
Score by 
John Carey 
Co-Executive Producers 
Candice Dragonas 
Luis Chaparro 
 
Co-Producers 
Daniel Yaro 



 
 
 

Colin Cadarette 
 
Co-Producers 
Sam Sulam 
Eric Cook 
A Cedar Park/Prettybird 
 
North of Now/Dreamcrew 
 
And Entertainment One Production 
 
Directed by 
Andrew Renzi 
 
START CRAWL Starring (in Order of Appearance) 
Miguel Perez Jr. 
"El Vet" 
Esperanza Perez 
Carlos Luna 
Dr. David Ansell 
Miguel Perez Sr. 
Senator Tammy Duckworth 
Hector Barajas 
Lilliana Barajas 
Nathan Fletcher 
Daniel Torres 
Michael Vigil 
Chris Bergin 
Felix Alvarez 
Jennie Pasquarella 
"Chupon" 
"Gomas" 
Emma Lozano 
Sarah Walker (moved from special thanks to cast per Nick) 
Maria Santana 
Yolanda Verona 
Daycee Angelica Perez 
Jose Camacho 
Ivan Ocon 
Mauricio Hernandez 
Norma Chavez 
Heidi Martinez 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
Associate Producers 
Ali Brown 
Michael Minahan 
Jamie Rabineau 
Theodore Gildred 
 
2nd Unit Director 
Michael Lei 
 
Additional Cinematography by 
Greta Zozula 
Andrew FronczakPierce Robinson 
Charles Schwarzbeck 
 
First Assistant Camera 
Jamie Li 
Travis Shannon 
 
Additional Editing by 
Ricardo Turegano 
Eric Alexander-Hughes 
 
 
 
Assistant Editors 
Ryan Ross 
Marcus Gonzalez 
Jesus Chuy Rosales 
Jose L. Arriaga 
Berenice Chavez 
Tommy Cornetto 
 
Music Editor 
Seth Glennie-Smith 
 
Editorial Assistant 
Julissa Villatoro 
 
Location Manager, Baja California 
Gabriel Perez 
 
Local Producer, Sinaloa 



 
 
 

Miguel Angel Vega 
Vlad 
 
Local Producer, Chicago 
Nick DiTola 
 
Sound Mixers 
Rayell Abad 
Jorge Villarreal Jr. 
Ricardo Carreno 
Raul Cebreros 
James Wasserman 
Dylan Grossman 
Max Jack 
Jason Culver 
Dave Thomas 
Jeremy Zunk 
Marianna LaFollette 
 
Post Production Sound Provided by 
Unbridled Sound 
 
Sound Supervisor/Re-recording Mixer 
Brent Kiser 
 
Co-Sound Supervisor 
Jacob Flack 
 
Additional Re-Recording Mixer 
John Graves 
 
Assistant Sound Editor: 
Matthew Conzelmann 
 
Post Audio Coordinator 
Jim Cashman 
 
Foley Recorded at 
JRS Productions 
 
Foley Artist 
Brandon Bak 
 
Foley Mixer & Editor 



 
 
 

Justin Helle 
 
Colorist 
Gabe Sanchez 
 
Translation Services 
Audiovisual POP Subtitling 
Alistair Tremps 
Horacio Ortega 
 
VENDOR Credits 
The Camera Division 
Nienhuis Camera Services, Inc. 
Keslow Camera 
CharmCine Rentals 
Daufenbach Camera 
Kinepost 
Studio 3351 
Film Gear 
Wooden Nickel 
Intelia Productions 
Olivier Virmont 
Sunset Stage 
 
Production Legal 
Donaldson + Callif LLP 
Lisa Callif, Esq. 
Julie Gurian 
 
Customs/Logistics Services 
Entertainment Logistic Services-Cymse 
 
FOR ENTERTAINMENT ONE 
 
EVP, Production & Operations 
David Kelleher 
 
VP, Production 
William Erb 
 
VP, Post Production 
David Roehrig 
 
Post Manager, Post Production 



 
 
 

Samantha Kraft 
 
With footage from Exiled, directed by Mike Seely, © 2018 Open Signal Productions 
 
Video and Still Imagery Courtesy of 
Train Tracks, Inc. 
CNN Collection 
BBC 
Getty Images 
Adobe Stock 
Pond5 
Shutterstock 
 
The Filmmakers Wish to Thank 
Lucy Malik  
Emilie Moore  
Ariadne LechugaMom, Steven, Thu, Bul, Baby A  
Jeff, Betsy & Merry Boak, Josh, Theo & Sophie  
Ilyas Chaparro 
Linda Lichter  
Tim & Fifi Moore  
Matt Nordsten 
Kevin Iwashina  
Abby Davis  
David Gross 
Ryan McNeily  
Rachel Traub  
Matt Chasen 
Craig Kestel  
Michele Ohayon A 
manda Lebow 
Holly Jeter  
Alex Amin  
Mike Rosen 
Michael Sherman  
Grant Iles  
Jason Oukanine 
Andrew Wyatt  
Ben Garmisa  
Sam Chan 
Andrew LaManna  
Griselda  
Bill Ware 
Sam Tisch  



 
 
 

Clavo  
Miles Barfield 
Jay Schuminsky  
Connor Evans  
Cheyenne Miller 
Jeremy Herbst  
Anthony Scott  
Michelle Duerstock 
Rodrigo Prieto  
James A. Erselius  
Natali Hunter 
Joel Taboada  
Andres Kwan  
Jane Allen 
Rolando Zavala  
Sameer Ahmed  
Vanessa Venegas 
Mike Evans  
David Colker  
AJ Crankshaw 
Adrian Schaffer  
Margaret Stock  
George Nienhuis 
Armando Castella  
William Green  
Luis Antonio Nuevo 
Matt Miller  
Aaron Ginsburg  
Valente Cordero 
Kellie Magurany  
Mike Dwyer  
Roberto Garcia 
Janice Leary  
Max Teicher  
Osvaldo Chavira 
Maria Duke  
Rajiv Srinivasan  
Ikaichi Tuda 
James Mitchell  
Sam Goodgame  
Katie, Tylee, Adele, and Max Abbott 
Manya Brachear  
Hector Garcia  
Matte Babel 



 
 
 

Yolanda Lopez  
Dr. Lindsay Bira  
Maddy Denley 
Wendy Heller  
Steve Golin  
Chad Star 
Anonymous Content  
Andrew Corkin, Steve and Dan 
 
 


