
Hearts,  
Hooves 
and Makin’ 
History
By GREG KENNEDY

Cowboy culture is alive and well in the Alberta foothills 
— with a heartbeat heard around the world — as 
CBC’s ranch-family saga Heartland continues to make 

television history and tenderly massage tear ducts for millions 
of fans in 119 countries and on Netflix globally.

The meadows, rolling hills, wilderness and mountain vistas near the town of High River, 
less than an hour’s drive south of Calgary, have never looked more majestic. God is indeed 
the set decorator on what has become Canada’s longest-running one-hour scripted drama.

With a tally of 193 episodes in the can by the time its 11th season premieres this fall — 
it’s already galloped past the 124 episodes of its closest rival, Street Legal, which hung up 
its shingle in 1994 after eight seasons.

Heartland

Amber Marshall and 
Graham Wardle on 

the set of Heartland 
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Who wouldn’t want to live, even vicari-
ously through HDTV, in a region of such 
natural beauty, and to be a member of the 
Bartlett/Fleming ranch families who stand 
together through thick and thin, with a 
rock-of-ages love and a healing kindness 
that extends even to their horses?

In an era when stars get caught up in 
their own celebrity and typically bolt to the 
“next big thing” when their contract comes 
up after a few years, the stars of Heartland 
knew early on they had lassoed something 
truly special. Since that first Oct. 14, 2007, 
broadcast, they’ve gone on to forge an 
authentic family both onscreen and off, 
consider each other best friends, and keep 
a pinch of humility tucked up under their 
Stetsons.

“This project has turned into the Holy 
Grail,” says Alberta-born actor Shaun 
Johnston, who plays crusty family patriarch 
Jack Bartlett, a former rodeo star and cattle 
rancher who stepped up to raise his grand-
child Amy after the death of his daughter.

“Lots of actors go a lifetime without find-
ing ‘the big project’. This has really turned 
out to make all the sacrifices and the strug-
gles over the years worth it.”

Series star Amber Marshall doesn’t just 
play horse-lover Amy Fleming on TV; she 
lives the cowgirl lifestyle on her 100-acre 

ranch, only minutes from work, 
as caregiver to dozens of ani-
mals on her farm, including 
horses, cows, dogs, cats, chick-
ens and turkeys, rabbits and an 
alpaca, to name a few.

In fact, when she’s two 
whole minutes late for her 
Canadian Cowboy Country 
interview, her apology is as 
authentic as it gets, with a tickle 
of sweet laughter: “Sorry about 
that. I was trying to catch two 
turkeys that got out, so I put my 
husband (photographer Shawn 
Turner) on it, so I can come and 
sit in my truck where it’s quieter 
for us to talk.”

Over the years her onscreen 
Amy has evolved from a moth-
erless teen with a gift for horse 
whispering into the wife of Ty 
Borden (played by Graham 
Wardle), the troubled teen who 
first came to Heartland on pro-
bation after a scrape with the 
law.

Through Jack’s steadfast love 
and no-bull guidance, we’ve 
watched Ty not only grow into 
a good and decent man — and 
very much a son to Jack — but 
ultimately win his heart’s desire 
to marry Amy.

In the season 10 finale last 
spring, their as-yet-unnamed 
baby girl was born, further twit-
terpating hearts and joyously 
driving up Kleenex sales on a 
planetary scale.

“The dynamic between Amy 
and Ty is completely changing 
because they’re parents,” says 
Marshall, a native of London, 
Ont. “For me, after playing the 
same character for 11 years, 
it’s such a refreshing change, 
because now I have a whole new side to 
my character that I have to experience. To 
be working with an infant is a whole new 
challenge, but it’s also a whole new reward 
because they’re so innocent.”

In the new season, Amy will also con-
tinue to be a positive force in the life of 
Georgie (played by Alisha Newton, 16), an 
orphan adopted by her older sister Lou 
(played by Michele Morgan).

“I see many similarities between me and 
Alisha,” adds Marshall. “She, herself, is a 

young horse-crazy girl. It’s really cool to be 
able to experience that from afar and see 
her going through all the same things that 
I was going through when I was first on the 
show.”

If there’s anyone who understands the 
secret sauce or magic that keeps Heartland 
evergreen, it’s likely producer Dean Bennett, 
who’s directed more than 40 episodes.

“I actually wonder at times whether 
we’ve created our own Bonanza. It’s pro-
found,” he says. “It’s amazing to me how 

Global Phenomenon
➼ Heartland is the longest-running, one-
hour dramatic series in Canadian television 
history. It first aired Oct. 14, 2007.

➼ Heartland airs first on the CBC in 
Canada, followed by 119 countries and on 
Netflix globally.

➼ It’s 100 per cent Canadian. Everyone 
who acts in, or works on the series is 
Canadian.

➼ Its episode tally will reach 193 when 
season 11 wraps up filming this December.

➼ Filming takes place May-December on a 
horse ranch in the Rocky Mountain foothills 
of Alberta.

➼ It takes 15 days of filming to shoot two 
episodes; a season of 18 episodes is shot in 
nine 15-day blocks.

➼ DVD fans take note: season 10 episodes 
will be released this fall around the time 
season 11 premieres on CBC.

➼ You can write to your favourite actor(s) 
at: HEARTLAND, P.O. Box 2640, Calgary, AB, 
Canada, T2P 2M7

Horses play a 
big part of the 
series. Here Amber 
Marshall, who plays 
Amy Fleming, is 
handling a foal.

Alisha Newton plays Georgie 
Fleming Morris

Chris Potter  
plays Tim Fleming

Shaun Johnston  
as Jack Bartlett

Graham Wardle 
as Ty Borden, 
and Amber
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Amber  
Strikes Gold 
Interested in reading 
more about Amber 
Marshall? She has her 
own magazine — Life & 
Style. For details, visit 
ambermarshall.com/
store/magazine

“Lots of actors go a lifetime 
without finding ‘the big project’. 

This has really turned out to 
make all the sacrifices and the 

struggles over the years worth it.” 
– Shaun Johnston

Amber racing through 
a pole bending course
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many lives are genuinely moved with our 
stories and to what degree. We’ve heard of 
the healing of many family rifts over the 
years. To me it’s astonishing.

“I run the risk of being saccharine, but 
our success is about heart. Each episode, 
by the fourth or fifth act, hits you emotion-
ally in the heart. You see someone who 
has a victory or suffers a loss — that’s what 
Heartland is all about — the people. I think 
that’s what people come back for — to feel 
something.”

Based on the Heartland book series by 
British author Lauren Brooke, who placed 
her horse-and-heartache tales in Virginia, 
the television rights were first acquired on 
a lark by Montreal investment banker (and 
now executive producer) Michael Weinberg, 
who initially sought to recreate the fictional 
town of Hudson in Quebec.

“At one point in time, they were toss-
ing about the idea of making Heartland an 
eastern Canadian show,” says Johnston. “It 
would have been completely different show 
with equine sensibilities. Here in Alberta, I 
think Heartland translated itself into more 

of a cowboy/ranch kind of life as opposed to 
an equine farm.”

“That’s a beautiful thing,” he adds. “It’s 
not a project out of LA. It’s not a project out 
of Vancouver or Toronto. It’s homegrown, 
about homegrown things. That’s something 
we’ve always tried to do in the Alberta 
community.”

Marshall has her own theory about what 
makes Heartland tick.

“I believe Heartland is like a home-
cooked meal. It’s something that’s so 
satisfying and feels real. To so many people 

who don’t get to experience this lifestyle, 
they see it and it’s like a breath of fresh air. 
They say, ‘that’s what I’ve always wanted’ 
or ‘that’s what I’m going to have one day’ or 
‘that was my childhood’.”

Young lovers could also learn from 
Heartland, she adds.

“The other thing I love about our show is 
that you never once see a TV. We sit around 
the kitchen table; we enjoy each other’s 
company. Even in Amy and Ty’s new loft, 
the couch is pointed at the fireplace. I think 
it’s so cool. That says to me that this is our 
time together. This is time we can enjoy 
each other. We don’t need a television in 
front of us. We don’t need any distractions. 
We just need each other and we can watch 
the crackle of the fire. And I think that is so 
important for young people to see that life’s 
not about all the distractions out there — 
it’s about paying attention to what’s really 
important.” c

Heartland will return to CBC for its 11th season in 
late September or early October. Check listings for 
exact date.

Touch the World of Heartland
While the world-famous ranch set is closed to the public, if you’re 
Alberta-bound you still have cool options to personally connect 
with the world of Heartland.

For starters, head to High River, 45 minutes south of Calgary at 
the junction of highways 2 and 23, and soak up the ambience of this 
historic small town.

There you’ll find Maggie’s Diner, the Heartland film set, at 123 
Third Avenue S.W. While not a real restaurant — it’s only occupied 
during filming — you’ll get some great selfies there. And maybe, if 
it’s a shooting day, you’ll catch a glimpse or get an autograph from 
your fave series star.

Next, check out the Museum of the Highwood at 406 First 
Street S.W., set in an 1893 Canadian Pacific Railway station that 
was relocated to High River from Calgary in 1912. It’s a repository of 
Heartland clothing, boots and hats, exquisite saddles, photos, props 
from Maggie’s Diner and more and — bonus! — admission is free. 

“Every year, more and more and more people come to see our 
exhibit from all around the world,” says Irene Kerr, director/curator 
of this western-history museum. “Last year we had people come 
here from 31 countries, all the provinces and 37 states. One fan 
even came from New Caledonia, a group of islands in the southwest 
Pacific east of Australia.” museumofthehighwood.com

Heartland: Online 
•  The official website for Heartland is 

www.cbc.ca/heartland 

•  Heartland on CBC’s Facebook page is 
located at facebook.com/cbcheartland

•  Heartland on CBC’s Twitter page is 
located at twitter.com/heartlandoncbc

•  Heartland’s Instagram page is located 
at Instagram.com/heartland_on_cbc

•  Amber Marshall’s website and store is 
ambermarshall.com
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