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Tim Smith: The very first thing we did, they had a casting call for Gettysburg—the movie was originally Killer Angels based on the book and it filmed as Gettysburg, eventually, because everyone knew that name—so then they just needed a re-enactor, so I went up and worked on that. 

Once I went through acting school, I had agents and I would go audition. But anyway I went to audition for a thing HBO had, called Iron Jawed Angels, Hilary Swank was in, about the suffragette movement and the part they sent me to audition for—the audition was in Richmond and it was an on-camera audition for the director in Los Angeles. So the audition was for a senator who is totally against women’s rights. So I’m thinking: if he’s totally against women’s rights—so I played it that way, and I got the call back (which is when they ask you to come back) and the call back was five of us. And I thought—and this was for the director and the staff, and I thought: “Suffragettes. This is going to be all women in the audition room.” 
So I walked in and introduced myself, and talked a minute, and I said “Well, I’m going to have a seat over here until the men running the audition come in.” And I didn’t say anything else, and I just sat down. And the director looked at me, and she said, “There’s no men running this audition.” I said “You mean to tell me your company lets women make your decisions?” And she said, “We’ve come a long way, baby.” Because part of the audition is—I got it, I didn’t know at the time, but she told me later I got it on that; the rest was just reading the lines—because they want to see and you want them to see the part that they want. 
And sometimes you just don’t fit the part. You know, you’re too short, too tall. So you can’t get upset about it. I never get upset about it. You just do the part. Anyway, that’s how I’ve always tried to do the auditions is go in and be the person they want you to be. And in that case it worked. 

Betty Belanus: We’ve been asking people, if there is a typical day on the film set, what is it like in their particular situations?

TS: Acting, whether it’s acting lead or background is a lot of—well, background is a lot of waiting. It’s waiting and hoping. And it depends on how many background actors there are as to how much of that you’re doing. I’ve never been treated badly, which some people complain about the treatment, which, again, you go in understanding that it’s a job and you do what you’re asked to do. So I can’t say I’ve ever been treated badly. 
Lead, if you’ve got lines, you’re worried about thinking about the lines and having the right demeanor, but it’s also a lot of waiting. If you’re on crew, you’re really hustling all the time. So it’s two different—it’s been nice to see both ends because as an actor you have more respect for the crew, because you’ve done that, and you know what they’re dealing with. And as crew you understand what the actor is dealing with and the background.

BB: What’s the difference between some of the re-enactment work that you’ve done versus being in a film? Is there a different kind of feel to it if you’re doing a re-enactment or is it kind of the—
TS: It is. Re-enacting, we’re following a script on the re-enactment, but it’s real loose. If people take a hit (we call taking a hit if they get shot on the field), they may take a hit early just because they’re tired. Where on a film everything is scripted out.

BB: And in re-enactments when you take a hit there’s no blood and—
TS: You might see guys do somersaults and stuff, but there’s none of that. But you know the hard thing, they like to use living historians in films but sometimes—we have a pretty good trained historical community that knows when they go on a film, it’s a job and you work under a boss and you do exactly what you’re told. And I’ve seen guys get fired because they don’t realize or they haven’t figured out: now I go here, I do this, and I listen to what I’m told to do. So it’s a lot tighter. 
I saw a fellow fired off New World because he kept going up and talking to the first and second ADs and we were told never to do that. You follow the chain of command. If you have a question you go to this guy and then he goes to that guy and goes to that guy. And the guy—he was a nice guy—but he kept doing it and the first assistant director, he’s got a lot to do. He can’t deal with every little issue or idea. He’d come up with these ideas and stuff and they didn’t actually say, “You’re fired,” they just said, “We don’t need you anymore.” Which is a nice way of saying, “You’re fired.”

And so it just comes from working with people, knowing people. Like I said, everybody’s an independent contractor. …Word of mouth and working with people, being comfortable with people, just like any other job. But in these instances the people you work with are always changing. On a long film, you may work with—crew-wise, you may work with the same people over the length of the film. Acting-wise, you may never see the person who’s in the scene just before and just after you because everything is shot out of sequence. 

It’s very rare that they bring—they have historians on the sets a lot of times to talk about how things are done. And it depends on the director as to how much input they have. Someone who has become a good friend—who is there as a historian, with another guy on set, to authenticate equipment that went in and off the field—sits there every night, he might want to make sure that if a French soldier went on the set they were carrying a Charlottesville, a French musket. And he says, “Well, that’s all gone out the window,” the director just basically told him to stay out of the way. And you could tell in the finished product. But I think that’s got a lot better because a lot of directors realize that the actor sees what sells the piece. And if the makeup and hair is done really well and you already have an interest in it, you feel like you’ve stepped back in a different time. 

