
From Toronto to Hollywood: a conversation with filmmaker 
Graham Yost 
 
Graham Yost ’76 says he knew that he wanted to be a filmmaker from the age of 18. His 
career choice was influenced by his father, Elwy Yost, who hosted a weekly film show 
on TV Ontario (TVO) for 25 years. He began writing for television in 1989 on the 
Nickelodeon series Hey Dude; next, he joined the writing staff of Full House (where he 
only lasted nine-and-a-half weeks). The day after he quit, he learned that his script for 
Speed had been sold to Paramount (it was later produced by 20th Century Fox). His 
feature film credits include Broken Arrow, Hard Rain, Mission to Mars, and The Last 
Castle. As a producer, Graham won Emmy® and Golden Globe® Awards for the HBO 
miniseries From the Earth to the Moon; he also garnered an Emmy nomination for 
writing the episode Apollo One. He later penned two installments of the Golden Globe 
and Emmy Award-winning HBO miniseries Band of Brothers. In 2002, Yost created the 
critically-acclaimed TV series Boomtown for NBC. Cancelled in the fall of 2003, the 
show was honored with a Peabody Award and two Television Critics Awards. He won an 
Emmy Award for The Pacific, HBO’s epic miniseries following three Marines through 
the Pacific theater of World War II. He directed and co-wrote an episode and served as 
co-executive producer on the miniseries. Graham is currently the showrunner on 
Justified, which is based on a character created by crime novelist Elmore Leonard. On 
May 1, 2012 Graham visited UTS to address a class of Drama and American History 
students. After class, he took the time to sit down for a chat with Diana Shepherd ’80. 
 
 
DS: Can you tell us a bit about your first impressions of UTS? 
 
GY: After my first day of school, I came home and said: “I hate it – I want to go 
somewhere else!” Luckily, my mother convinced me to stay until Christmas, when we 
would talk about it again. By that time, I was in the swim and I loved it. Popular culture 
says that high school is a tough time, but I had a great time here. UTS has never had the 
greatest physical facilities, but it has a fantastic faculty and great spirit. I live in 
Monterey, California these days, and when we were looking for a school for my son, I 
chose one that was as close to UTS as I could find. It had a rigorous entrance exam, was 
challenging academically – and one of the students wore a kilt, had a Mohawk, and 
played the banjo. I wanted my son to go to a school where that was OK… What House 
were you in, by the way? 
 
DS: Crawford. 
 
GY: I was your Prefect! 
 
DS: Yes you were, “Toasty”! Although the T-shirt is long-gone, I still remember the 
“Have a Golden Night!” slogan… Casting your mind back to those days, who were your 
favourite teachers? 
 



GY: Laird Orr taught English in my first year, and he was one of the main reasons I fell 
in love with UTS. He was a very creative teacher who made learning very dynamic. 
 
In Level Four, we had the option to take “Additional English”, which was taught by 
Norah Maier. I remember turning in a paper to her, and she wrote on it: “Graham, you 
are a lightweight intellectual.” This was a real slap in the face, because I considered 
myself to be a middleweight intellectual! The next paper I turned in was on a really 
obscure piece of Middle English literature called the Ancren Riwle, a Nuns’ Rule from 
1302. I didn’t understand half of it, she didn’t understand half of it, so it was perfect: I 
got an “A”. 
 
Don Gutteridge not only taught English to us Level Fours but also was also principal of 
the school. Don features in a story from my UTS days. My dad [Elwy Yost] had a show 
called Saturday Night at the Movies on TVO for 25 years, and his favourite movie was 
Citizen Kane. This was back before DVD or VCRs, so if you wanted to watch a movie, 
you had to wait until it was on TV and then watch it when it was playing. Citizen Kane 
was on late at night, and my dad said: “Graham, you’re going to stay up and watch this 
movie, then you can sleep in tomorrow morning. I’ll write you a note.” I was about 14 
years old at the time; I watched the movie, didn’t understand it at all (although it has 
since become one of my favourite movies). So I brought my note in, and Mrs. Curle [the 
school secretary] didn’t know what to make of it, so she passed it on to Principal 
Gutteridge, who read the note and said, “OK.” And that was it. My dad was so 
disappointed: he wanted a fight! He wanted to be able to say that film was as important as 
any other part of the curriculum – but this was UTS, and people understood. 
 
DS: Did your time at UTS affect your choice of career in any way? 
 
GY: Obviously, my career choice was really influenced by my father. He had been a 
teacher before he did the shows on CBC and TVO, so he really valued education. I didn’t 
know what UTS was when they made me come down and write the test, but I ended up 
loving it. UTS taught me the importance of challenging myself and making sure I gave a 
good effort. I didn’t write a lot at school, except for a few pieces for The Cuspidor – I 
remember being reasonably proud of those articles. There was a lot of pride and 
confidence that came out of going to UTS. If I could survive at that school, academically, 
then I’ve got a shot at doing whatever it is I want to do. UTS taught me how to learn, 
which served me well in university. At Trinity College [UofT], my friend Les Marton 
’76, who had done a lot of acting at UTS, convinced me to try acting. I started acting, 
which gave me the drama bug. As well as hosting the show, my dad wrote a lot of books 
– including several children’s books, which grew out of stories that he told to my brother 
and me at bedtime. So I knew that writing was a possible career. We also had a family 
friend, Bernard Slade, who wrote a number of big shows in the ’60s and ’70, including a 
big Broadway hit called “Same Time, Next Year” in 1975. So I knew that a Canadian 
could make it in Hollywood.  
 
DS: When did you start writing screenplays? 
 



GY: A couple of years after college. My first screenplay was terrible. Then second was a 
tiny bit less terrible than the first, and the third was worse than the first. But I just kept 
doing it, and in the summer of ’82, I took a filmmaking course at NYU [New York 
University]. I moved to New York that summer … and I ended up getting a job at 
Encyclopedia Britannica. I also wrote for Soap Opera Digest – which was not what Don 
Gutteridge’s English class had prepared me for! But I wrote anything anyone would pay 
me to write, and eventually fell into writing for Nickelodeon. I worked on their first 
scripted show, which was called Hey Dude.  That was my first real job where I was 
writing stuff, and two days later, I was in a desert in Arizona watching actors perform the 
lines I’d written. That started me in television, and I wrote for Hey Dude for a couple of 
years. Then I had an idea for a movie about a bus that can’t slow down or it would blow 
up. That became a movie called Speed, which became a big hit, and everyone smart has 
seen it! I’m proud of it.  
 
DS: What’s the best work you’ve ever done? You can choose more than one if “best” and 
favourite” are two different things… 
 
GY: I have three things that I’m really proud of: the episode I wrote for Band of 
Brothers; the series Boomtown (especially the pilot); and the episode I wrote about the 
Apollo One fire for the series From the Earth to the Moon. I think on my best day I’m a 
good writer, and there are moments when I can write really good stuff. When I write 
something really good, it feels like “that’s not me” – I don’t know where it came from. If 
I write something fairly quickly, if it just flows – I wouldn’t say it’s easy, it’s still hard 
work – and I really enjoy those parts. 
 
DS: When you’re “in flow”, do you have a sense that what you’re writing is good? 
 
GY: I recoil from terms like “good”. Maybe I have the Canadian instinct to not say, 
“Look at me!” and to be deferential. If something is flowing, there’s a good sense of it 
working. I remember when I saw Speed for the first time, and I thought: “I don’t know if 
it’s going to make a lot of money, but the movie works”. That’s the first goal: that it 
works. The artistry, or if it’s great, or wins awards – that’s maybe 5% of the reason for 
doing this [being a screenwriter]. The real reason is that satisfaction of creating 
something that hangs together. 
 
DS: Tell us about your work with Tom Hanks and Steven Spielberg. 
 
GY: I got a call from my agent saying that Tom Hanks was going to do a big mini-series 
from HBO on the history of the Apollo space program called From the Earth to the 
Moon. I wrote the episode that was about the great tragedy in the Apollo space program: 
during testing, a fire in the Apollo One capsule killed the three astronauts. It’s one thing 
to make up a story about a bus that can’t slow down, and another to write something 
that’s based on fact. I also got to direct an episode, and that was really fun. The next thing 
that I did with Tom was another HBO series, Band of Brothers, which grew out of the 
movie Saving Private Ryan. It’s based the true story of Easy Company from the 101st 
Airborne and their adventures in training, dropping behind enemy lines the night before 



D-Day, and their adventures and horrors afterwards. One of the great things about 
working on Band of Brothers was that a lot of the veterans were still alive; we got to meet 
with them while we were researching and producing that mini-series. Then Tom and 
Steven said, “Let’s do the war in the Pacific,” and that turned into another mini-series 
called The Pacific, which took seven years to get off the ground. It was based on the 
memoirs of three different Marines – none of whom were still alive at the time of writing. 
In From the Earth to the Moon, we were paying tribute to the engineers, astronauts, and 
the administrators who did this amazing thing: landing a man on the moon. The 
responsibility [to do good work] was pretty high. In Band of Brothers and The Pacific, 
we were paying tribute to men who gave their lives fighting World War II, and the level 
of responsibility went up even higher.  
 
DS: How do you maintain consistency on show where a number of writers are creating 
different episodes? 
 
GY: There’s a job in Hollywood television called “showrunner” – this is the person who 
is ultimately responsible for the show. On Justified, for instance, I’m the showrunner. 
The showrunner and the senior writers look at all the scripts, and they’re responsible to 
ensure that consistency. I was hired to do some of this for Earth to the Moon, so I would 
rewrite a lot of scripts to make sure that Deke Slayton in this episode sounds like Deke 
Slayton in that episode.  
 
DS: What advice would you give any would-be screenwriters? 
 
GY: I didn’t go to film school, but I think you can learn a lot there. One of the great 
things about being a writer is that you can always write, and it doesn’t cost much money 
to do. I’m not trying to sculpt in granite or paint a 40-foot mural – it’s just little bits and 
bytes on a computer or ink on a pad. So you can always write. And my advice is to just 
keep writing: you learn this by doing it. I have met a very few writers who from their 
very first script were great, but for most people, it takes a lot of work and practice. 
 
DS: What is on your list of “Recommended Viewing” for screenwriters?  
 
GY: Some people say you should write what you know, but I don’t think that really 
applies. Write what you’d like to know, and what you’d like to see. In terms of films, you 
should see Lawrence of Arabia, Godfather (Parts I and II), and Dog Day Afternoon. I’ve 
been working in television for a long time, so I tend to think more in terms of TV shows 
these days. 
 
DS: Were you a fan of The West Wing? 
 
GY: The West Wing was perhaps the best-written show in television history. The WGA 
[Writers Guild of America] asked us recently to come up with our top 20 shows, and I 
chose The West Wing as number one. I looked forward to that show every week. 
 



DS: Being a television screenwriter these days seems to come with a number of nearly 
insurmountable obstacles: it seems that most new shows get killed before they’ve ever 
completed a season or have had time to build an audience. 
 
GY: What you’re really talking about is network shows, and there has been a falling-off 
in quality in the major networks. In the States right now, there’s a proliferation of cable 
networks and shows – they will at least give you a season, and there are a lot of good 
cable shows these days. I think this is the golden age of television, and that it started with 
Hill Street Blues. So it’s been a long golden age: 30 years! There has also been 
democratization to the process of filmmaking – it has become more affordable. You’re 
recording this interview on your iPod. There’s now a book you can get called How to 
Make a Movie on your iPhone, and there have been a couple of features shot using 
iPhones. It used to be that even a low-budget movie would cost at least $100,000 to 
$250,000 to make. Now, you can make your own movie and cut it on your iPad or 
computer. That’s a big development, and we’ll see more of this as new channels emerge 
on YouTube. 
 
DS: Of course, a lot of these will be awful, made by people with neither the training nor 
the talent for writing… 
 
GY: There is already a lot of crap on YouTube, and there will be more. But the 
gatekeepers are changing. In the music industry, you don’t have to go through the major 
labels anymore to get a song out there. For instance, Gotye recorded “Somebody that I 
used to Know” and it got millions of downloads. No one knew who he was a year ago, 
and no label was promoting it – it just caught on. 
 
DS: Do you think cable is taking over from the major networks in terms of creating good 
scripted shows? The networks seem to be producing mostly reality shows, like Survivor, 
The Bachelor, Idol, and So you Think you can Dance. 
 
GY: It costs more money to do a network show than a cable show. We shoot Justified in 
seven working days; on a network, you get eight days – and that’s a big difference in 
money. So doing a show like So you Think you can Dance on a cost per hour basis is so 
much less. But the problem with reality shows is that they have no shelf life, no lasting 
library value, whereas a show like Mad Men will be selling episodes for the next 15 to 20 
years. 
 
DS: Looking back over your career so far, what stands out as being the “best part” of life 
as a filmmaker? 
 
GY: Going on shoots and working with talented people – and getting to work with them 
again and again. The reason you want your projects to do well is not just that you want to 
make money, it’s so you get to keep doing it! There’s no kind of security in this business. 
Back in the studio days, someone would sign a ten-year contract, and they knew they 
were going to work for ten years. We don’t have that any more. My dad’s show ran on 



TVO for 25 years; on Justified, we’re going into our fourth season and we’re pinching 
ourselves.  
 
 
 


