


When We Rise

by Nancy Mills

Location Manager Matt Palmer brings  
the LGBT civil rights fight home
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And there were more challenges:
• When We Rise covers a period of 45 years.  
• Palmer had never worked in Vancouver.  
•  He started work after principal photography was 

underway. 

Luckily, the Calgary-based LM doesn’t overwhelm eas-
ily. “Matt is very talented and has a great temperament 
for this work,” production designer Bill Groom says. 
“Partly, that has to do with being responsive when I 
discussed the story and how I wanted to express it 
visually. He just has a good energy about it.”

Producer Tim Iacofano says, “Matt had to learn the 
nuances of Vancouver, and he figured them out real 
fast.”

“Matt had a great passion for this project, which is im-
portant when you’re doing a story like this,” producer 
Bruce Cohen adds. “We try to find people on the same 
creative wavelength as you are and think of it as more 
than just a job. It shows in the work.”

“Matt wouldn’t give up when I told him ‘good enough’ 
wouldn’t do,” miniseries creator Dustin Lance Black 
says. “He continued to look, and he continued to do 
the work he needed to do with the city to get access 
to places we’d never gotten access to before. Those 
scenes were invaluable to us and saved us a good bit 
of money.” 

A photographer/writer/director, as well as an LM, 

Palmer, 53, has been doing location work for more 
than two decades. Most recently, he has been on such 
shows as Interstellar, the second season of Fargo and 
the Syfy series Wynonna Earp. 

“When We Rise was the hardest and most challenging 
show I’ve ever done,” he says of the project, which 
is about the LGBT rights movement. “This is an epic 
story and a true story. I’ve read some great scripts, 
but nothing punched me in the gut like these scripts 
did. I had an immediate emotional connection to the 
courage and the struggle these people went through 
and are still going through.  

“There was a tremendous responsibility to do right by 
the story. I think it will change lives, and you don’t get 
that on every show. I felt an immediate sense of pride 
of being able to help bring the story to the screen.”  

Palmer adds, “The Miami nightclub shooting happened 
while we were in production. We all knew how impor-
tant our story was, but that shooting really focused 
everybody so that we could do the best job possible.” 

When We Rise, which stars Guy Pearce, Mary-Louise 
Parker, Rachel Griffiths, Carrie Preston, Ivory Aquino 
and Michael Kenneth Williams, starts with New York’s 
Stonewall Riots. It ends in 2015 with the Supreme 
Court overturning DOMA (the Defense of Marriage 
Act). Black, who won an Oscar for his original screen-
play Milk and wrote this screenplay, is one of the 
show’s producers and directors.  

Transformation is a location manager’s mantra. But transforming Vancouver into San Francisco for ABC’s 
eight-hour miniseries When We Rise required a superhuman effort on the part of Matt Palmer, LMGI and 
the location team. Most of the eight hours of TV takes place in San Francisco, but the production shot 

there for less than two weeks out of its four-month schedule. 

LMGI COMPASS  |  Winter 2017  •  41



Director Gus Van Sant
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Matt Palmer

“The big thing for me was that we’re telling a history which has 
been buried for generations now,” he says. “So much of it will 
seem almost unbelievable to a young audience.  

“For me, the number one thing for the Locations Department 
was authenticity. I wanted When We Rise to feel as real as pos-
sible so people could relate to what the actual locations looked 

like in, say, 1971 or 1981, so this can’t be dismissed as fiction. 
People are actually learning what it might have been like.”

Black wanted the miniseries to shoot entirely in San Francisco. 
“I kicked and screamed and tried my best, but for financial and 
crewing reasons, that was not possible,” he explains. “ABC said 
that if we’re going to do it, we’re doing it in Vancouver.” 

The production did spend the better part of two weeks in San 
Francisco but without Palmer. “We only went there for iconic 
things,” Iacofano says. “We did some big, wide shots of Mar-
ket Street and Castro Street, which was the center of the gay 
community, although now it’s turned into a tourist attraction. 
We spent two days at San Francisco City Hall. Inside, it’s like a 
museum. Eventually, though, we ran out of time.

“We filmed some demonstration scenes there with lots of ac-
tors and some high-profile cast members, but when the demon-
stration turned into a riot, we finished the scene in Vancouver.”

When We Rise started production with just one LM, Neil Rob-
ertson, but almost immediately, the production team discov-
ered the need for a second and brought in Palmer. “On Board-
walk Empire, we had an odd-episode team and an even-episode 
team,” Groom says. “It’s a system that seems to work well.”

“The show was so big,” Iacofano adds. “It’s not uncommon in 
television to alternate location managers. If you have so many lo-
cations and so many permits and paperwork and scouting while 
you’re prepping and shooting, there are tons of things to do.”  

Once hired, Palmer quickly liaised with Robertson. “I started 
on the show with assistant location manager Katie Kidd, whom 
I work with in Calgary, on day two of filming,” he says. “I think 
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they quickly realized that the show was much bigger in scope 
than they anticipated.

“The show was shot in two-hour blocks, and we were thrown 
in to finding the second block of locations with director Dee 
Rees. Each block moved into a different time period. We did 
episodes three and four (1970s into early 1980s) and seven and 
eight (2008 into 2015).  

“The opening two hours had 25 days to film, and we had to do 
the exact same thing for our blocks in 14 days. That was a huge 
challenge and no less work. The scripts were just as big.

“Neil was helpful in getting me going. He fed me information 
about some of the recurring locations and introduced me to the 
business owners. He always helped to answer questions about 
Vancouver specifics that I was learning on the go. 

“I also tried to be respectful that he had his hands full, espe-
cially during the first block with (director) Gus Van Sant. The 
last thing he needed was to spend a lot of time helping me.”

When We Rise used four directors—Van Sant, Rees, Thomas 
Schlamme and Black—each handling a two-hour block. “These 
were feature scripts,” Palmer says. “For each block, we had 
120 to 130 scenes, 60 to 70 sets and 40 locations. That’s a tre-
mendous amount of sets to be built, prepped and coordinat-
ed. Ninety percent of our sets were locations.

“There was no letup. There were a lot of seven-day weeks and 
a lot of long hours. We had set dec and construction going all 
the time in order to just try and keep up. The demands from the 

Art Department were huge and required a lot of coordination 
to make sure people had access to the locations. It really was a 
team effort trying to support the whole show.”

Palmer cites a location that seemed perfect for a doctor’s office 
but didn’t work out at the last minute. “He was a pioneer in the 
height of the AIDS crisis, and we were going to build his office 
on Hastings Street in Vancouver. Then we realized that what 
you could see out the windows wasn’t going to work for the 
time of day, rush-hour restrictions and the light from the south-
facing windows. So where could we go?

“We had a location we were using for The Castro, and there was 
an empty building. We went in, and Bill taped out the design of 
a complete set on the floor. Thirty-six hours later, the paint was 
still drying, and we were in there filming. It was a marvel to see.”



In Cohen’s view, the biggest challenge on When We Rise was 
“how many time periods were covered,” he says. “It’s really six 
different productions—a two-hour beginning, a two-hour end 
and four in the middle. 

“Normally, when you do eight hours of television, you establish 
the look, the sets and certain locations, and you keep coming 
back to them. We didn’t have that. We had to start completely 
fresh in all those areas. Because each section jumps forward in 
time, it’s like doing six different movies.”

Palmer adds, “Trying to find things that fit into the time periods 
without having to do major builds or visual effects was very 
challenging. Even using the same locations, they changed in 
each block of filming because we were moving forward in time.”  

Palmer and his crew found some good workarounds for San 
Francisco City Hall, the San Francisco Board of Supervisors’ 
Chamber and the California Federal Court. They also nailed 
down some anchor locations in Vancouver that could pretend to 
be Castro Street, the Tenderloin and other San Francisco spots.

“Bruce, who won an Academy Award for American Beauty, and 
Lance were both at a lot of the events that take place at the end 
of the script,” Palmer notes. “They had intimate knowledge of 
what actually happened, so they could tell us in detail what 
they should look like.”

“San Francisco has changed so much since the ’70s and ’80s, 
when the early years of our series take place,” Cohen says. “We 
thought we’d find Vancouver neighborhoods that looked more 
like that San Francisco than current San Francisco, and we did.”

Groom was the production designer on Milk, which was shot 
in San Francisco and was written by Black and directed by Van 
Sant. The 2008 film, which also brought Sean Penn an Oscar, 
focused on the life and death of Harvey Milk, who in 1977, be-
came the first openly gay person to be elected to public office 
in California. When We Rise covers Milk’s 1978 assassination 
but is a much broader look at the whole LGBT movement.  

“Knowing San Francisco was very helpful because the city is so 
layered,” Groom says. “It’s always good to scout real locations 
if you’re shooting in a city different from where the story takes 
place. There are 1,000 amazing locations in San Francisco for 
one in Vancouver.”

He points out how different the Canadian city is from when he 
worked there a decade ago. “Vancouver has gone through this 
huge change,” he says. “It’s a crisp, sparkling new city. Three 
houses a day are going to the landfill. The whole city is being 
re-imagined. A huge amount of foreign money has come in. A 
lot of the character stuff is being replaced by steel and glass 
high-rises.”  

Like Black, Groom is a stickler for authenticity. “I was looking 
not only for locations that had good bones and the right period 
but had the right texture,” he says. “I was turning things down 
because I didn’t like the colors. That made the process a little 
bit longer, but we were able to put more on the screen.

“It took digging, but I think we were incredibly successful. We 
found great locations for all the houses the characters occu-
pied. One thing Vancouver still has is a lot of single-room occu-
pancy hotels, which is what a lot of our characters could afford 
when they moved to San Francisco.”
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Palmer’s learning curve about Canada’s third largest city was 
steep. “Although I didn’t know the Vancouver area well, the skills 
are the same,” he says. “It’s about being able to quickly situate 
yourself on the ground and discover what a city has to offer visu-
ally but also understand the rules of engagement. For instance, 
some areas have a unique way of working permit systems.

“A tremendous amount of work has gone into making Vancouver 
very film-friendly. It’s very well set up from the city standpoint, 
the neighborhoods and the various location liaisons. Everyone 
is so knowledgeable.  

“When I’m working in Calgary and the surrounding area, I’m 
often educating the people at the locations, homeowners and 
business owners, but in Vancouver, the people at the locations 
tell you where you park the trucks and where cable is going to 
go. They know the game.”

Their production savvy was both good and bad for When We 
Rise. “Vancouver is the third biggest production center in North 
America,” Palmer says. “When we were there, it was probably 
the busiest it’s ever been. The collegial efforts between the city, 
the liaisons and other LMs were really phenomenal. The shows 
were in essence competing for the same locations, but every-
one worked together.”

Palmer gives an example. “The first block 1 shot was at the start 
of the AIDS crisis, so we needed to find a number of hospitals 
and clinics. One of them, a mental hospital called Riverview 
Hospital in Coquitlam, a suburb of Vancouver, is the busiest 
location in Canada. Six of the buildings have been decommis-

sioned and are used exclusively by the film industry.  

“One of the buildings Bill wanted to film in was being used by 
The Man in the High Castle. It was a recurring set for them, so 
we couldn’t get into the building on the dates we needed it. But 
we found some great spots in another building.

“Filming is going on in those buildings every day, with maybe 
two or three shows working at a time and all working together. 
‘Oh, you’re wrapping? We’ll repaint because we need that room 
for our set.’”  

Although Palmer didn’t get to work in San Francisco, he was 
still responsible for duplicating Bay Area locations, as well 
as subbing Vancouver for Washington, D.C., West Africa, New 
York, Arizona, Kansas, Alabama, the White House and the Viet-
nam Memorial—all places where key events took place.  

“I was in the (location) van for every episode,” Black remem-
bers. “I wanted to see what particularly in Vancouver we could 
find that would match these other places. It was me, Matt and 
Bill looking and asking, ‘What will we do to make this look as 
close as possible to, say, the basement in New York where ACT 
UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) lived or the apartments 
in San Francisco’s Castro during the ’70s?’

“We worked with a lot of photos from the real time and the 
real spaces we were trying to depict. I’ve been on the project 
for 3½ years now. The first year, I was doing research and fig-
uring out who to depict and what stories to tell. I started to 
collect photographs, recordings and, once we got to the ’90s, Le
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the City Hall chambers, just to see if it would work as the court-
room. I made a call and was told Vancouver has never ever al-
lowed filming in their City Hall chambers.  

“I asked Sandi Swanigan, who’s the senior manager for Film 
Services in Vancouver, why, and she said, ‘No one really 
knows.’ She suggested that Lance write a letter to the mayor. 

“Matt walked me through everything and explained who the 
people involved were,” Black says. “I wrote a letter from my 
heart and the mayor said YES. It was great to find out that the 
mayor cared about LGBT equality and understood that it was 
a good thing for the U.S. to see a miniseries about equality and 
that he stood on the side of equality.”

Ultimately, however, some of the logistics couldn’t be worked 
out. “The Vancouver City Hall Chamber was not set up like a 
courtroom,” Palmer says. “They have desks where all the coun-
selors sit and a podium in the middle where the mayor sits.

“We asked, ‘Is there any way we can move those desks?’ But 
they were so tightly wired in that if even one of those fiber 
optic wires kinked, it would have shut down the Council for 
weeks. The risk factor was too high.  

“We scouted for weeks and weeks but ended up having to build 
the set. We also built the U.S. Supreme Court set.”

To film police cars on fire when a demonstration turned into 
a riot, Palmer used the Vancouver train stations. The scene 
comes after Harvey Milk was assassinated and Dan White was 
acquitted.  

“We had to film over two nights because of getting all the el-
ements to come together,” Palmer says, “flaming cars, rioters 
and stunts at a working train station. When we started at mid-
night, the station was mostly closed, but as we got near 6 a.m., 
it was besieged by taxis and buses and everybody trying to get 
to their trains on time.”

“It’s the only building in Vancouver that slightly resembles San 
Francisco City Hall,” Iacofano added. “At night, you can’t tell 
the difference.”

videos. Matt and Bill did their own research, so we had quite 
a treasure trove. I don’t think there was a location we scouted 
where we didn’t have really good research to match.”

In some cases, seeing old pictures made them realize just how 
tough their work was going to be, especially for the PD. With a 
45-year time span at recurring locations, there would be small 
but significant changes.  

“The job of re-creating early San Francisco in Vancouver was 
difficult,” Black says. “San Francisco has preserved so much of 
its history. Some street corners still look like 1978.  

“In Vancouver, we had to re-create a lot. I drove poor Bill and 
Matt crazy. These guys worked so hard, going out time and time 
again looking for spaces that might work. Sometimes we found 
locations that looked identical. Matt found homes that looked 
like the apartments right off Castro Street.  

“Sometimes we would find the shell of a space or street that 
looked authentically San Francisco. Then Bill would come in 
and transform it.”

What does Black think about the end result? “The whole show 
looks flawlessly like San Francisco.” 

His favorite location: “San Francisco City Hall. I felt it was 
a main character in the series. We start on the steps of City 
Hall, with the mayor talking about driving African-Americans 
and gay people and hippies from San Francisco. We end with a 
much more celebratory time at City Hall.”

Production designer Groom also loves San Francisco City 
Hall. “It’s a spectacular building,” he says. “It’s unique. After 
the earthquake, it was completely restored. It was a key location 
in Milk, and (principal character) Cleve Jones (Guy Pearce) 
worked there.”

However, filming it was a challenge because time was so limited. 
Consequently, Palmer had to find comparable locations in Van-
couver.

He says, “We were at the Vancouver City Hall, scouting the ex-
terior scenes we were going to shoot, and we decided to look at 
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From his perspective, one of the most challenging Vancouver 
locations was Strathcona, British Columbia’s oldest residen-
tial neighborhood. “I started shooting in Vancouver in the 
late 1980s, and back then, Strathcona was kind of scary,” he 
says. “Now, it’s gentrified.  

“There is a different set of challenges when you’re in a neigh-
borhood where people have restored the neighborhood for 
their lifestyle, their families and their happiness, not for movie 
and TV crews to come in and shoot.  

“Matt was outstanding in working with the community liaisons 
there. I just said, ‘Take care of the neighborhood.’ He found out 
what we needed to know: not to alienate the neighborhood, 
even if we weren’t coming back. We didn’t want to burn a neigh-
borhood by having bad manners—blocking a driveway with a 
truck or throwing trash on the ground. We had to demonstrate 
to residents that we were worthy of their trust. At the end of it, 
we threw a thank-you BBQ and bought some soccer equipment 
for the community center.”

Palmer credits the other LM, Neil Robertson, and his team with 
making everything move smoothly. “We had a large Locations 
Department, a great dedicated group who really did tremen-
dous work,” he says. “They worked a lot of long days. On any 
one day, we could be prepping, shooting and wrapping 12-15 
sets.”

This isn’t quite what Palmer envisioned when he finished his BA 
in creative writing and BFA in film production at Concordia Uni-To

p 
le

ft
 a

nd
 r

ig
ht

: P
ho

to
s 

by
 A

B
C

/
R

on
 K

oe
be

re
r. 

B
ot

to
m

 le
ft

: P
ho

to
 b

y 
M

at
t 

Pa
lm

er
/

LM
G

I

versity. “I fell into location work by accident,” he says. “Com-
ing out of film school, I had the ambition to be a director. My 
thought was to start as an assistant director, so I was trying to 
get on hired on Lonesome Dove: The Series.  

“I didn’t get the job but I got called to work as a PA on the loca-
tion team. Not long afterward, the assistant location manager 
was fired, and I got promoted to be assistant location manag-
er. I did that for two seasons and then went onto a miniseries 
based on In Cold Blood.”

Since then, Palmer has juggled location work and directing his 
own short films and documentaries. “A location manager needs 
to have a good eye and a good understanding of the logistical 
side of filmmaking to understand why a location may or may 
not work and sometimes how to make the seemingly impos-
sible work,” Palmer says. “I saw how much fun and creative this 
job could be. I wasn’t seeing that in the other work I was doing.”

When We Rise Location Team 
Location Managers: Matt Palmer, Neil Robertson
Danny McWilliams - Block 1 Unit

Assistant Location Managers: Katie Kidd, Bill Kerr,  
Dana Olson, Steve Sangster, Christine Vautour 

Trainee Assistant Location Managers: Kory Orban,  
Dave Costello

Scouts: Chris McDonell (key), Mark Rudolph

Unit Manager: Darryl Griffiths  


