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DON'T MISS 'THE PRESIDENT'S GATEKEEPERS'


-- An ambitious and expansive four-hour project, "The President's Gatekeepers" (9 p.m., Discovery, TV-14, concludes Thursday) interviews every living White House chief of staff, dating back to Lyndon Johnson's administration. Neither elected nor confirmed, the chief of staff is as close to the Oval Office as anybody who was not elected president, including the first lady and the vice president.


Interviewed here, Dick Cheney flatly states, "The White House chief of staff's job has more authority and more power than the vice president." And he should know, having served in both capacities for Gerald Ford and George W. Bush, respectively. 


Organized by theme, "Gatekeepers" bounces around chronologically, interviewing Andrew Card about the moment he had to inform George W. Bush about the attacks on the World Trade Center and Joshua Bolten about Bush's reaction to the world financial crisis in the fall of 2008. Marvin Watson, LBJ's chief of staff, recalls the risk of World War III during the Johnson administration when the Soviet Union seemed ready to intervene in the 1967 Six Day War. 


James Baker, Reagan and George H.W. Bush's chief of staff, is seen as the best of the lot, a mentor to many of his successors. He recalls the confusion that followed an attempt on Reagan's life in 1981 and the tensions between Reagan's second chief of staff, Donald Regan, and Nancy Reagan. "You don't hang up on the first lady," recalls Baker while explaining how Regan lost his job. 


While very much a work of history, "Gatekeepers" manages to revive some nuggets of controversy. President George H.W. Bush speaks about how he believed that Ross Perot's 1992 third party run was a personal vendetta. And Watson bitterly recalls how close Johnson had come to a negotiated settlement of the Vietnam War in the fall of 1968, only to have the Nixon campaign convince the South Vietnamese government to "hold out" for a "better deal" under a Nixon administration. In a taped recording, Johnson can be heard describing this action as treasonable, a charge Watson heartily seconds. 


At a time when so much basic cable broadcasting is shamefully imitative and woefully inane, Discovery deserves credit for respecting their viewers' intelligence and curiosity with "The President's Gatekeepers."


-- "The Flag" (9 p.m., CNN) recalls the iconic image of three firemen raising a flag amid the rubble of 9/11. Published throughout the world, it was seized upon as a symbol of pride and resilience in the face of terror. "The Flag" looks into just what happened to that banner and explores the ways that images become icons and everything attached to them gains the totemic power of a holy relic. 


TONIGHT'S OTHER HIGHLIGHTS


-- "The X Factor" (8 p.m., Fox, TV-14) returns with auditions.


-- Oliver refocuses on "Arrow" (8 p.m., CW, r, TV-14). 


-- "NOVA" (9 p.m., PBS, TV-PG, check local listings) presents "Ground Zero Supertower," documenting the new skyscraper at One World Trade Center.


-- Celebrities rebound from crises on "Life After" (8 p.m., TV One).


-- Six acts move forward on "America's Got Talent" (9 p.m., NBC, TV-PG). 


-- A winner emerges on "MasterChef" (9 p.m., Fox, TV-14).


-- On two episodes of "Modern Family" (ABC, r, TV-PG): a second opinion (9 p.m.); unflippable (9:30 p.m.). 


-- A paleontologist falls ill on the season finale of "Royal Pains" (9 p.m., USA, TV-PG). 


-- Camp Olympics loom large on "Camp" (10 p.m., NBC, TV-14). 


-- Lamar supports Rayna on "Nashville" (10 p.m., ABC, r, TV-PG). 


-- Termites attack on "Duck Dynasty" (10 p.m., A&E, TV-PG).


-- Sonya and Marco believe they have the killer in sight on "The Bridge" (10 p.m., FX, TV-MA). 


-- "Brains on Trial With Alan Alda" (10 p.m., PBS, TV-PG, check local listings), investigates how neuroscience may influence criminal law.


-- New evidence emerges on "Broadchurch" (10 p.m., BBC America, TV-14). 


CULT CHOICE 


A lawyer (Helen Mirren) takes on an impossible client (Al Pacino) in the 2013 made-for-television drama "Phil Spector" (9:30 p.m., HBO2). 


SERIES NOTES


"Big Brother" (8 p.m., CBS, TV-PG) ... "The Million Second Quiz" (8 p.m., NBC, TV-PG) ... "Shark Tank" (8 p.m., ABC, r, TV-PG). 


The Replicator returns on "Criminal Minds" (9 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... Castiel teams up with the guys on "Supernatural" (9 p.m., CW, r, TV-14) ... A journalist tags along on "CSI" (10 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14). 


LATE NIGHT


Bob Odenkirk and David Cross are scheduled on "The Daily Show With Jon Stewart" (11 p.m., Comedy Central) ... Rose Byrne and Gov't Mule appear on "Conan" (11 p.m., TBS) ... James Davis, Heather McDonald and Gary Valentine are booked on "Chelsea Lately" (11 p.m., E!) ... Sheryl Crow sits down on "The Colbert Report" (11:30 p.m., Comedy Central).


Joseph Gordon-Levitt and Keith Urban appear on "Late Show With David Letterman" (11:35 p.m., CBS) ... Jay Leno welcomes Charlie Sheen on "The Tonight Show" (11:35 p.m., NBC) ... Queen Latifah and Tim Gunn visit "Jimmy Kimmel Live" (11:35 p.m., ABC). 


Ricky Gervais, Michael Shannon and MGMT visit "Late Night With Jimmy Fallon" (12:35 a.m., NBC) ... Craig Ferguson hosts Max Greenfield on "The Late Late Show" (12:35 a.m., CBS).


(Kevin McDonough can be reached at kevin.tvguy@gmail.com.)
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