	[image: image1.png]



	MY DRIFT

Jerry D. Petersen 

June 24, 2009

1100911
	[image: image2.png]TV Westerns '@







Whatever happened to the TV Western?  When I was young, most of the shows on TV were Westerns.  Actually, until I was nine (9) years old, there was no TV.  The television had been invented but there were no network TV shows. The first TV Western was Hopalong Cassidy which first aired in June, 1949 on NBC.  It starred William Boyd as Hoppy along with his famous horse Topper. This was about the time people were first getting television sets.  RCA first mass produced about 170,000 black and white 7-inch TVs in 1947 and by 1949, there were a little more than 1 million sets in the United States. I think our family got our first TV in the early 1950s.  The TV Western reigned supreme in the 1950s and 1960s. The earliest TV westerns like the Lone Ranger (with horse Silver), Gene Autry (with horse Champion) and Roy Rogers (with horse Trigger) were mostly for the kids.
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	Death Valley Days was a show about true stories of the old American West.  It ran from 1952 to 1975 as a syndicated television series.  The 558 TV stories had different actors and were introduced by a host.  Probably the most famous host was Ronald Reagan (1965-1966) who also appeared in several shows as an actor. The show was narrated by Merle Haggard.  
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The first successful "adult" western (and my all-time favorite) series was Gunsmoke which had a 20 year run from 1955 to 1975 on CBS.  It was TV’s Number 1 ranked show from 1957 to 1961.  Marshal Matt Dillon kept the peace in the rough and tumble Dodge City, a town in the Wild West where people often had no respect for the law. He dealt on a daily basis with the problems associated with frontier life: cattle rustling, gunfights, brawls, and land fraud.  Chester and later Festus were Dillon’s reliable sidekick and deputy.  Matt and Miss Kitty had a close personal relationship but never married.  
	Gunsmoke cast members:

James Arness as Marshal Matt Dillon

Amanda Blake as Miss Kitty Russell 
Milburn Stone as “Doc” Adams

Dennis Weaver as Chester Goode (Not shown)
Ken Curtis as Festus Haggen
Glenn Strange as Sam the Bartender

Buck Taylor as Newly O’Brien

Burt Reynolds as Quint Asper (Not shown)
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The following TV Westerns round out my top 10 shows:
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	#2 Bonanza (1959-1973) chronicled the weekly adventures of the Cartwright family, headed by wise, thrice-widowed patriarch Ben Cartwright (played by Lorne Greene). He had three sons, each by a different wife: the eldest was Adam Cartwright (played by Pernell Roberts); the second was the warm and lovable giant "Hoss" (played by Dan Blocker); and the youngest was the hotheaded "Little Joe" (played by Michael Landon). The family lived on a thousand-square-mile ranch called The Ponderosa on the shore of Lake Tahoe in Nevada.
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	#3 Maverick (1957-1962) starred James Garner as Bret Maverick, an adventurous gambler roaming the Old West, Jack Kelly as his equally skilled brother Bart Maverick, and Roger Moore as English-accented cousin Beau Maverick. The Mavericks were not too fast on the draw with a pistol, but like all TV cowboy heroes of the era, it was almost impossible for anyone to beat them in any sort of fight.
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	#4 Rawhide (1959-1966) was usually about things that happened on the cattle drive that began in San Antonio and made its way along the Sedalia Trail toward Kansas City. Most of the stories involved the primary drovers, portrayed by Eric Fleming as the Trail Boss Gil Favor and Clint Eastwood as the hotheaded ramrod Rowdy Yates. 
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	#5 Have Gun Will Travel
(1957-1963)
	#6 The Rifleman
(1958-1963)
	#7 The Virginian
(1962-1971)
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	#8 Little House on Prairie
(1974-1984)
	#9 The Big Valley
(1965-1969)
	#10 Cheyenne
(1955-1963)


During the 1950s and 1960s, there were over 200 different Western shows on TV.  Since then, there has only been a hand full of Western series on TV, a few Western Mini-Series, and a few made for TV Western movies. 

	Western Series

The Young Riders

Dr Quinn Medicine Women

Walker, Texas Ranger


	Mini-Series

Lonesome Dove

Into the West

Centennial
	Movies

Conagher

The Last Outlaw

Cherokee Kid
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Deadwood (2004-2006) was the last TV Western and it aired on the premium cable network HBO.  I understand that it was a great western series but I never got to see it because the two TVs I watch don’t get HBO.  It actually won eight Emmy Awards and one Golden Globe. Then why did they take it off the air after only three years? What else – to save a few bucks. It is a lot cheaper to throw on a movie somebody else made than to produce your own shows.  Regardless, there has not been a truly successful new Western series on TV in the last three decades.  

Right now there are no Westerns on TV. About all there is on TV now days are Reality Shows.  These shows are about a bunch of idiots doing stupid things!! Most of these Reality Shows offer nothing but filthy, raunchy, immoral, and disgusting material that is of no value to anybody. I would not watch one of these reality shows if they paid me.  In my humble opinion, the worst Western TV Show is better than the best Reality Show. Now days, I watch sports, NCIS, Jeopardy, the news, and an occasional movie.

So, what is so great about TV Westerns? These TV Western stories took place in the West or Southwest and featured Western Frontier life in America during the period 1850 to 1900. Most stories had the good guys (they wore white hats) and the bad guys (they wore black hats) and the good guys always won. There were usually a lot of gunfights, Indians, horses, and cattle drives. A typical Western plot had the hero (usually a lawman) matching wits and trading bullets with a gang of outlaws and thugs who had terrorized the town or a nearby farm or ranch.  The story plots were not that complicated and you always felt good at the end of the show.  All of the bad guys were dead or in jail. The wide-open spaces, mountains, plains, and the other scenery shown during the shows were very beautiful.  Besides that, cowboys and the early Western Frontier settlers had the moral fiber that made this country great. 

Here is The Cowboy Code:

	1. A cowboy never takes unfair advantage, even of an enemy. 

2. A cowboy never betrays a trust.

3. A cowboy always tells the truth.

4. A cowboy is kind to small children, to old folks, and to animals.

5. A cowboy is free from racial and religious prejudice.

6. A cowboy is always helpful, and when anyone's in trouble, he lends a hand. 

7. A cowboy is a good worker.

8. A cowboy is clean about his person, and in thoughts, word, and deed. 

9. A cowboy respects womanhood, his parents, and the laws of his country.

10. A cowboy is a patriot.

(Please note that it is okay to shoot and kill the bad guys.)


So then, what happened to the TV Western? Maybe a better question would be – What has happened to the American Society? As usual, I have a theory on this. I blame the demise of the TV Western on the Viet Nam War which raged during the 1960s and early 1970s. It so confused people’s notion of good guys and bad guys that a whole generation of young people stopped watching Westerns on TV or at the movies. Somehow this lead to a “politically correct” Liberal American Society where there was no way cowboys could be shooting "Injuns" on TV.  Young people no longer cared about the history of our country and struggles our ancestors went through to go west and settle the Western United States. The TV Western became culturally unimportant. Its inner qualities are no longer acceptable to the mass audience. Its mystique and symbolism are questioned. Its stories are unwelcome and its politics are controversial. The sad result - The values, aspirations, and attitudes of most TV viewers have changed over the years (for the worse) and the TV Western became unpopular.  What a shame!!
If everybody lived by the Cowboy Code, the World would be a much better place.
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