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One of the last completed films of legendary documentarian Albert Maysles who passed away earlier 
this spring, IN TRANSIT takes viewers aboard America’s busiest long-distance train route – and into 
the hearts and minds of passengers from all walks of life
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IN TRANSIT, a feature documentary by the late Grey Gardens filmmaker and 2013 National Arts 
Medal recipient Albert Maysles, captures the microcosm of society and interpersonal relationships that 
develop among passengers aboard Amtrak’s “Empire Builder” -- the busiest long-distance train route 
in America. The 75-minute documentary recently received the Special Jury Mention in the World 
Documentary Competition at the 2015 Tribeca Film Festival. The Festival also marked the film’s World 
Premiere.

Created in partnership with Peabody Award-winning filmmakers Lynn True and Nelson Walker, and 
Lost & Found Films’ David Usui and Ben Wu, IN TRANSIT is Maysles’ 40th directorial effort in a 
celebrated career that spanned over 50 years.

Filmed over multiple trips in the winter of 2013-2014, IN TRANSIT unfolds as an intimate portrait of 
America, told through the personal stories of riders aboard the Empire Builder. As the train traverses 
the country, passing through major cities, suburbs, farmland, oil fields, mountains and forest, the 
diverse landscape serves as a complementary backdrop to the passengers’ hopes, fears and dreams.

In keeping with Maysles’ tradition of Direct Cinema, IN TRANSIT was filmed exclusively with handheld 
cameras, using unobtrusive sound equipment and available lighting only. Directors/Producers Lynn 
True and Nelson Walker believe this organic approach to the process allowed subjects to share their 
stories with remarkable candor. “To film in this environment was very challenging. The tight quarters 
and constantly changing conditions required our crew to be flexible and leave a small footprint, often 
filming one on one. This approach enabled us to integrate smoothly into the environment, and film the 
kinds of everyday moments of a wide swath of people that we had hoped to capture.”

Among the film’s subjects are a young mother-to-be, who at nine months pregnant is traveling home in 
anticipation of her baby’s birth, a woman who is returning from visiting her estranged daughter for the 
first time in over 47 years, a photographer from New York City whose recent heart attack will likely 
make this journey his last, and a man who leaves a lucrative oil field job in order to rekindle a romance 
with his high school sweetheart. Each passenger aboard the train has a moving story to tell, be it full 
of humor, tragedy or hope.

A LOVE LETTER TO AMERICAN TRAIN TRAVEL
A life-long admirer of trains, Maysles has dreamed of making a film that captures the personal stories, 



shared experiences, intimate moments, and worldly insights that trains inspire. 

“I wanted to make a film about trains, but really about the unity of humankind,” said Maysles. “Films 
can have the power of getting viewers to see themselves as they experience directly the feelings, 
hopes and problems of others.” 

At its core, IN TRANSIT is an immersive and experiential journey into the hearts and minds of 
everyday people. In today’s fast-paced digital world, the train serves as a powerful reminder of the 
importance of human connection. On the train, riders are swept into a fleeting community that 
transcends normal barriers, where complete strangers can become intimate friends. And at the same 
time, audiences are given pause to look inward and contemplate personal journeys. To some 
passengers, the train is flight and salvation, to others it is reckoning and loss, but for all it is a place for 
reflection and finding common ground. As the Empire Builder crisscrosses the country, a loving portrait 
of America emerges in its full human and natural beauty.

ABOUT MAYSLES DOCUMENTARY CENTER
The Maysles Documentary Center (MDC), founded by legendary documentarian and
filmmaker Albert Maysles in 2006, is a Harlem-based, non-profit organization dedicated to the
production and exhibition of documentary films that inspire dialogue and social change. MDC
includes a cinema, education programs and production facilities. MDC centers storytelling as
key to people understanding their own lives, being able to redefine relationships to peers and
community, and gaining the skills and knowledge to tell untold stories.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS
Albert Maysles (1926-2015) was a pioneer of Direct Cinema who, along with his late brother David, 
was the first to make nonfiction feature films, where the drama of life unfolds as is without scripts, sets, 
interviews or narration. Among his more than 40 award-winning films are some of the most iconic 
works in documentary history, including Salesman, Gimme Shelter and Grey Gardens.

Lynn True and Nelson Walker are New York-based filmmakers whose work has spanned subjects in 
South Africa, Congo, Tibet and the U.S. Their feature documentaries include Lumo (PBS/P.O.V. 2007) 
and the Peabody Award-winning Summer Pasture (PBS/Independent Lens 2012), which was called 
“enthralling” by The New York Times and also received nominations from the Film Independent Spirit 
Awards and IFP Gotham Independent Film Awards.

Ben Wu is a two-time Student Academy Award winner for his short films Unhitched (2006) and Cross Your 
Eyes, Keep Them Wide (2007). Ben is a graduate of UC San Diego and received his MA in Documentary 
Film and Video from Stanford University.

David Usui began his career producing television for NBC, the Discovery Channel and MTV. As a 
filmmaker, he has contributed work to The New York Times, the Atlantic and VICE. David studied 
philosophy and environmental studies at Western Washington University.
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