
 AMC’s post-Civil War period piece Hell on Wheels tells 
the revenge story of Cullen Bohannon (Anson Mount), a 
construction worker on the First transcontinental Rail-
road. The show will return for a fourth season this year, airing an 
expanded 13 episodes (the first three seasons featured 10 each).

 Hell on Wheels has not been a Gunsmoke-like bucking bronco 
in its initial seasons. Still, despite being shifted last season to Satur-
day from its original Sunday perch, its average live-plus-three-day 
audience ticked up a bit from its 3.2 million second-season average 
to 3.3 million viewers for season three, according to Nielsen data.

 Hell on Wheels plays with that same dichotomy of everything beautiful and beastly about life 
in the great outdoors that has characterized the best of the frontier genre. “You get a sense of it in 

the show because the world was beautiful,” says executive producer/showrun-
ner John WiRth. “But it is different if you’re actually standing out in the 
natural world yourself because what you realize is there are a lot of bugs. 

 The setting of the newest frontier 
show takes a decidedly colder turn than 
its frontier brethren Death Valley Days 
and Gunsmoke. Premiering Jan. 20, 
Discovery’s Klondike is set in the Yukon 
Territory—northwest Canada, just east of 
Alaska—during the gold rush of the 1890s. 
It represents Discovery’s first foray into 
scripted miniseries.

 Based on ChARlotte GRAy’s 
book Gold Diggers: Striking It Rich in 
the Klondike, the six-episode series fol-
lows childhood friends Bill Haskell 
(RiChARD MADDen) and Byron 
Epstein (AuGustus PReW) as they 
trek through the Yukon for the precious ore.

 “There was no question that this was the story we were meant to tell. 
This is truly a coming of age story about love, friendship and family, 

but also a story about greed and how it can turn people,” says 
eileen o’neill, group president, Discovery Channel 
and tlC. Making the show, not unlike panning for gold, “was 
a lot of flying by the seat of your pants with total focus,” adds 
DoloRes GAvin, VP of production and development. 

 Discovery has a slew of unscripted shows that 
explore the frontier to go along with Klondike, includ-

ing Bering Sea Gold, Yukon Men and Alaska: The 
Last Frontier. And the network’s highest-rated series, 
Gold Rush, follows families in Guyana, South America 
and Alaska as they mine for gold.
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 A radio staple that launched in 1930, 
Death Valley Days was one of the 
earliest Western/frontier programs. Its TV 
run from 1952-1970 featured a handful of 
hosts (including RonAlD ReAGAn) 
introducing anthologies based on Old West 
stories in Death Valley, Calif.

 Not long after Death Valley Days, an 
even more memorable frontier legend am-
bled into town on CBs’ Gunsmoke. Hulk-
ing, 6-foot-7 actor JAMes ARness 
helped set a gritty tone in his iconic role as 

Marshal Matt Dillon, 
though he wasn’t 
an early lock for the 
10-gallon hat. CBS originally approached John WAyne, but the Duke 
turned it down, suggesting Arness. Gunsmoke’s 20-year run (1955-1975) 
made it for decades the longest-running scripted primetime series in 
America, though The Simpsons surpassed it in 2009.

 From 1974 to 1983, the frontier’s capital 
was Walnut Grove, Minn., as eD FRienDly 
and MiChAel lAnDon—fresh off his 
time playing Little Joe on the classic Western 
Bonanza—adapted Little House on the 
Prairie from the book series by lAuRA 
inGAlls WilDeR. Landon—who also 
served as writer, executive producer and direc-
tor—played patient patriarch Charles Ingalls.

 Little House won viewers and hearts by 
emphasizing the family aspects of frontier life. 
Michael Landon once said the series’ values 

 Westerns on TV fell out of favor for a time but came back with 
a gritty vengeance commensurate with TV’s growing place for 

hard, antiheroic drama. Among the most 
acclaimed of recent company: hBo’s Deadwood. It only lasted 

three seasons, but that was long enough to earn 28 Emmy 
nominations and eight wins. Talking about his approach 

to Westerns, series creator and executive producer 
DAviD MilCh told Salon that classic Westerns 
“had nothing to do with the West that I was studying, 
so I then tried to do some research to figure out how 
that had happened, how the Western of the ’30s, ’40s and 

’50s had developed, and what I discovered was that it had 
everything to do with what Hollywood was about at that time, 

and nothing to do with what the West was about.”

Panning for TV Gold Out Yonder
From the snowy Yukon to the desolate expanses of Death Valley, 
television has long hitched up its wagon and headed to the 
hardscrabble life of the frontier. Discovery’s Klondike arrives
this month, ready to inspire a new age of reckoning.
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“There are snakes. It’s hot. It’s cold. 
It’s windy. It wouldn’t be easy to  
live there, but it looks like it  
would be fantastic to live there!  
In our world, the wilderness is a 

character on the show.” —John Wirth

Ronald Reagan hosted Death Valley Days in one of his 
last TV gigs before becoming governor of California.
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“are the little things that nobody 
seems to care about anymore: 
the simple needs of people and 
how difficult it was in those days 
out West to supply them.”  

—Michael Landon
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Klondike, Discovery’s first swing at a scripted 
miniseries, is set in the 1890s in Canada’s Yukon.
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