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    What’s the Story, Wishbone?


    


    What’s the story, Wishbone?


    What’s this you’re dreaming of?


    Such a big imagination on such a little dog


    What’s the story, Wishbone?


    Do you think it’s worth a look? It kind of seems familiar, like the story from a book.


    Shake a leg now, Wishbone,


    Let’s wag another tale


    Sniffing out adventure


    With Wishbone on the trail


    Come on, Wishbone!


    


    This jaunty song introduces a children’s television show called Wishbone that debuted on March 23, 1995. A handsome and sprightly Jack Russel Terrier is shown running here and there, sometimes with only a dog collar on his neck and sometimes in colorful costumes. The dog is shown standing on a stack of books, running down a street, gazing through a telescope, peering through a window, and looking at a small sculpted version of himself. The canine is seen with wings attached to either side of him, apparently flying through the air. There is a shot of Wishbone vigorously scratching himself as dogs so often do. Dog paw prints appear against a white background. Wishbone appears to trot across a globe.


    Each Wishbone episode lasted half an hour and consisted of two separate but linked parts from which it would switch back and forth. There was a realistic, contemporary part of the show that took place in the fictional town of Oakdale, Texas and revolved around a dog named Wishbone, his owner, the teenaged Joe Talbot (Jordan Wall), his widowed mother Ellen Talbot (Mary Chris Wall), and other people in his neighborhood and at his school. There was another part of the show that we saw through what the song called the “big imagination” of the little dog. That part told a story from classic literature, myth, fairy tale, or legend. The episode always began in the contemporary segment. The segments were linked through Wishbone who is seen as “just a dog” by people in the modern segment but whose “thoughts,” voiced by actor Larry Brantley, are heard by the audience. The concept of the show is that the dog is magically familiar with classic stories of various sorts. He thinks about what is going on with Joe, Ellen, and others in the Talbot orbit and is reminded of something from a famous novel, short story, play, fairy tale, legend, or myth. Then Wishbone takes the audience into a segment in which that is acted out. In the fantasy section, Wishbone is in costume and plays a major character — often, but not always, the hero — and the other characters do not see him as a dog, but (usually) as a human, and react to Brantley talking as Wishbone’s classic character talking. There was a segment about African folktales in which Wishbone did not become a human but a legendary “spider.” The sight of a dog in a spider costume was a delightful case of cuteness overload! The central plot device of having something in the modern world remind Wishbone of something from a classic helped to underline the perennial relevancy of the classics.


    Wishbone was most frequently played by a Jack Russell Terrier named Soccer although there were other dogs of similar appearance who also played Wishbone. The main Wishbone substitute actors were Shiner, Slugger, Bear, and Phoebe. These dogs might perform stunts that Soccer was unable to perform or at which they were just better than he was. For example, Soccer disliked being in water so Phoebe, who took to water well, often did swimming scenes. “She loved to swim, jump, and run,” Rick Duffield, the show’s creator, commented. “When we needed action, we might go to Phoebe or Slugger. Soccer is more of a close-up dog. He’s a hero if ever there was one.” Although Phoebe frequently took over when a script called for Wishbone to swim, Soccer was well able to dunk his head in water to retrieve items. Shiner, Slugger, Bear, and Phoebe — or a toy dog — were used for rehearsals, saving Soccer’s tricks for the actual filming.


    Most commonly, Wishbone was the protagonist of the fantasy segments but he could also be in a secondary or supporting role. For example, he never took the star’s role if it was a story built around a female character. “We did not place him in the part of a female hero simply because we felt that might run the risk of mocking a female hero,” Duffield explained. He continued that having Larry Brantley “put on a higher-pitched, feminine voice” might be viewed as disrespectful. Thus, in the episode entitled “Bone of Arc,” Wishbone did not play Joan of Arc but a friend of hers, Louis de Conte. Wishbone was also unlikely to be cast as the main character if that protagonist was a fool or villain. For example, Wishbone did not play Don Quixote but sidekick Sancho Panza. Similarly, he was not the divided protagonist in the Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde segment but his friend, Gabriel John Utterson.


    Perhaps it was in homage to the program’s role as an introduction to the great books that, in the contemporary story, Ellen Talbot was given a job as a reference librarian. Several other characters regularly appeared in the contemporary story. Living next door to the Talbots are Joe’s close friends David Barnes (Adam Springfield) and his parents, Nathan Barnes (Alex Morris) and Ruth Barnes (Maria Arita). Something of a whiz kid, David hopes to become a scientist when he grows up. His high-spirited little sister, Emily (played by Jazmine McGill in the first season and Brittany Holmes in the second), often gets into mischief. Another close friend to Joe is lively, athletic Samantha “Sam” Kepler (Christie Abbott) who loves soccer (the sport with a small “s” rather than Soccer the dog playing Wishbone), roller hockey, photography, and acting. Her parents are divorced and her Dad, Walter Kepler (Bob Reed), owns and manages Pepper Pete’s, a popular local pizza restaurant.


    Quirky neighbor Wanda Gilmore (Angee Hughes) is president of a historical society and publisher of a local newspaper called the Oakdale Chronicle. Wanda is sometimes exasperated by Wishbone who — he is a dog, after all — may dig up her cherished flower beds. Wanda is in a romantic relationship with English teacher Bob Pruitt (Rick Perkins). Joe, Sam, and David all take classes with “Mr. Pruitt.”


    Kid conflict is often triggered by Damont Jones (Joe Duffield, son of the show’s creator, Rick Duffield), an arrogant bully who may cause problems for Joe and his pals. Damont’s cousin, Jimmy Kidd (Jarrad Kritzstein), appears in the show’s second season and is also a troublemaker.

  


  
    Back To the Making of a Show


    


    Duffield decided to produce a pilot for the children’s TV series he envisioned. One of his first tasks was finding the right dog to play Wishbone. Some dogs are handsome or pretty and some dogs are ugly but even the ugliest of ugly dogs is in its own way “cute.” Simply having a dog prominent in a program gives it a certain advantage for this reason. It was important that the dog who would star in Duffield’s program be one that viewers would enjoy looking at and that the dog have an impressive array of tricks. It was also vital that the dog be healthy, friendly, and appear emotionally expressive.


    During the summer of 1993, between 100 and 150 well-trained canines auditioned for the role of Wishbone. “We looked for quite a few weeks for the right dog,” Duffield said in an interview for Texas Archive of the Moving Image. The base for these auditions was a Marriott Courtyard in Santa Clarita Valley in California. “I felt like I wanted a small dog but I didn’t know what kind,” he commented. “I just knew that I’d find the dog if I saw it.” At the audition, Duffield recalled, “An extraordinary little Jack Russell named Soccer walked up and dazzled us all.” Betty Buckley said it was important to “find a hotel that had grass” since dogs “mark stuff.”


    Soccer was the last dog to audition. His trainer, Jackie Kaptan, was not with him because she had to work on another show. Another trainer, with whom Kaptan was friends, was there to help the dog demonstrate what he could do.


    “I suppose convincing someone that it was a good idea came down to executing a pretty fetching dog trick!” Duffield said. Soccer displayed a friendly and enthusiastic personality. He also displayed a wide range of tricks. The one that particularly impressed Duffield and his associates was a perfectly executed backflip. They were also impressed by his expressive face and his usual attitude of regal calm. “He had this look,” Duffield commented. “It was a calm, almost Zen look.” Soccer had natural talent, “a certain magic” in Duffield’s words, and those talents had been developed into outstanding skills thanks to his experienced dog trainer, Jackie Kaptan. Journalist Kristin Hunt reports that Kaptan “was a seasoned dog trainer who also coached the Dobermans that chase Arnold Schwarzenegger in True Lies.”


    The specific breed of the dog may well have been a major plus for the show. Jack Russell Terriers descend from dogs bred in the early 1800s by Reverend John Russell, a Christian minister who was also a hunting enthusiast and bred these dogs for fox hunting. The Jack Russell Terrier is a relatively small dog that has a white coat typically broken by brown, black, and tan markings. This breed tends to be energetic, healthy, and intelligent. Their high energy level carries dangers as they can become easily bored and a Jack Russell Terrier that is not appropriately exercised and
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