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When Transformers star Josh Duhamel credits Steven Spielberg with giving his career a big push, he’s not just talking about his starring role in the latest blockbuster movie produced by the Oscar winning filmmaker.


Four years ago, the former model landed two roles back-to-back that really launched his acting career: the film ‘Win a Date with Tad Hamilton’, produced by Steven Spielberg’s Dreamworks company, and a starring role in the hit TV drama series Las Vegas, also produced by Dreamworks.

Ironically it was his role in Las Vegas as Danny McCoy, security analyst at the Montecito Casino and a former soldier in Iraq, that led to his current starring role in the blockbuster Transformers as Captain William Lennox, a soldier who helps fight for the survival of the human race when transformers attack and destroy his desert military base in Iraq.

“After I auditioned for (director) Michael Bay and got the part, I found out that Steven Spielberg had pushed for me so I wanted to thank him and someone at Dreamworks suggested I call him,” Duhamel recalls. “For whatever reason, he’s been in my corner for a long time with both Las Vegas and the Tad Hamilton movie so when I thanked him, he told me that when he first read the Transformers script, he immediately thought of me for the role of Lennox because he remembered the first episode of the second season of Las Vegas when Danny had just come back from Iraq and he wanted me to bring some of that darkness to this movie.”

Based on the cartoon and toy franchise, the movie Transformers stars Shia LeBeouf as high school student Sam Witwicky, a boy who discovers his first car is the transformer robot Bumblebee. Bumblebee is an Autobot and the Autobots are at war with the Decepticons. Both have come to earth in search of an artifact that could save their entire alien race. Lennox and his unit are attacked in Iraq by a Decpticon looking for classified information to track down the artifact and they join in the struggle to save the human race.

“The story picks up on us in Iraq, coming back from a mission and we’re all excited about going home. My situation is that I’ve got a new baby daughter I haven’t seen yet so I’m dying to get home just to meet her,” Duhamel reveals. “So William’s whole mission throughout is to get out alive and get home. When he gets back to our camp after the mission is complete, a helicopter is trying to land but won’t identify itself and then it turns into this massive transformer, which is the first transformation in the movie.”

Coming from a white-collar drama set in a casino did not prepare Duhamel for his first blockbuster experience in a movie directed by the man who made action movies such as Pearl Harbor, Armageddon and The Island. “When I got the part, Michael Bay said, ‘be ready because I put my guys through a lot’ so he warned me to be in shape and be ready to work and he was right,” he acknowledges. “It was a lot of running through the desert with all this equipment and guns. You don’t realize what a fake you are until you are running through the desert with 40 pounds of gear on!”

The film shot at the White Stands National Monument in New Mexico and two military bases in California, one that introduced Duhamel to young soldiers preparing to go to Iraq in real life. “It was a boot camp with intensive preparation for soldiers about to go to Iraq,” he says, “and we really got an inside look at how real it is.”

Reality, it turns out, was Duhamel’s biggest challenge on this film. “It’s easy to play a guy who is in the military who is captain of a special operations team and make him tough,” he says. “But the reality of the situation is that these crazy, giant robots are attacking your planet and you’re not human if you’re not a little scared! So the challenge was playing that aspect of him that stays in charge but still fighting off the human fears that go with that. It’s not exactly a character piece,” he adds wryly, “but for me the biggest challenge was trying to make it all believable by finding the reality in the situation.”

Josh Duhamel, 34, grew up in Minot, North Dakota and planned to go to dental school until he switched his college major to arts and then eventually got into modeling after his girlfriend at the time introduced him to a scout from an agency. In 1999 he landed a recurring role on the daytime soap All My Children as Leo Du Pres and in 2004, he landed the film Win a Date with Tad Hamilton, co-starring Kate Bosworth, then starting work on the hit drama series Las Vegas. Las Vegas is going into its fourth season later this year, following the departure of his co-star James Caan who has been replaced as casino boss by actor Tom Selleck.

“Tom is a nice addition so far and different to Jimmy in a lot of ways but equally commanding,” Duhamel says. “But I miss Jimmy a lot. I learned so much from the guy and now he’s gone I’m trying a lot of the things I watched him do. The way he broke down a script and found the reality, you can’t help but learn from him.”

Duhamel admits he also learned a lot working on Transformers. “I learned how a production of this size runs and the amount of work that goes into every little part of it, from scheduling air force bases to costumes,” he says. “It was so much bigger than anything I’ve ever been involved in that sometimes I’d sit back and watch and marvel at the people in charge and how they were able to delegate to everyone around them. I’d like to be a part of this again and some day be involved in a bigger capacity, so I observed carefully how they all handled people and situations.”

The person Duhamel observed with the most awe was director Michael Bay. “What was impressive about Michael was the amount of preparation and attention to detail and thought that goes into every shot,” Duhamel marveled. “He knew exactly what he wanted and he knew everybody’s job on the set and what they needed to have and what lens he wanted for each scene. The guy is pretty brilliant and whether those are your kind of movies or not, you have to appreciate somebody’s ability to visualize something that big from a piece of paper!” 

The down-to-earth former football player says he’s thrilled to be part of such a big blockbuster. “I always wanted to do something of this size but I honestly didn’t think it would happen this early in my career,” he says humbly. “I thought I was going to have to work a couple more years to get in position to even be considered for something like this, but it happened and I feel really lucky.”

Although Duhamel knows there is an expectation this blockbuster will catapult his TV career to the next level like those who went before him such as Michael J. Fox and Johnny Depp, he remains refreshingly humble about his prospects. “I’m not going to count on that,” he shrugs. “Right now I’m working on the TV show and every day I’m there, that is what I am focused on. I try to reserve judgment or excitement because I’ve been burned a couple of times with people thinking something I was doing was going to be bigger than it turned out. So I’m not going to worry about what happens after this,” he adds. “If it leads to bigger and better things, that’s great, but I’ll continue doing what I’ve been doing.”
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