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To all pet owners who appreciate the unconditional
love and joy your pets bring to your lives and
who see your pets as potential stars, as diamonds
in the rough. With love and proper training, each
and every one will shine like a star, a StarPet.
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Preface: Mariah and Me

Some young people dream of going to Hollywood to become a movie star.

I dreamed of going to Hollywood to make a dog a star.

You see, for me, it all started when I should have been bitten—but wasn’t—by a vicious guard dog.

It was post-World War II Europe, the beginning of the Cold War, actually, and my parents had gathered their family—and their courage—and fled the Communist tyranny of our homeland, Albania. But much of Europe then was still in a state of upheaval, and we were detained at the border and imprisoned in a Yugoslavian internment camp. These camps were brutal, former Nazi concentration camps. Our day-to-day life was one of desperation and despair. We lived huddled together in a cold and tiny jail-like cell of a room. Time moved on, but we could not. Our past was taken from us, and we did not know if we had a future. All we knew was confusion and helplessness and hopelessness. There was no sunlight or fresh air, and hunger and hardship were a way of life.

I was just a toddler then, barely able to walk. When I did walk, however, I had one destination, and one destination only: the imposing barbed-wire fence ringing the perimeter of the camp, which was patrolled by guards and their dogs. I was fearful of the guards, but fascinated by the dogs. I was drawn to them, curious to touch their thick fur and gaze deep into their dark eyes. I felt the dogs had something very important to tell me, if they could just be free from the guards, and if I could just be near them.

Soon, my “dogged desire” and inquisitive nature led me to the fenced-in enclosure where these exquisite creatures slept and ate, free from the restraints of the intimidating guards. No one had ever explained to me that these dogs were ferocious, trained to attack—to kill, if necessary—any refugee who tried to escape. In my innocence and longing, I approached the fence of the dogs’ enclosure, and stuck my tiny, determined little fist through the wire, hoping a dog would come to me. Always on alert, one of the dogs approached me almost immediately. I was thrilled and instinctively opened my hand. As stunned guards watched from afar, the big dog slowed down, and his teeth never touched my hand. Instead, he lowered his head, sniffed, and gave my hand a gentle lick. By the time the horrified guards caught up with us, I had made a friend and found my future. Wherever they might lead me, dogs would be my destiny.

But that day, the guards scooped me up and away from the dogs, whisking me off to their office and summoning my parents. We were interrogated about what I was doing there and why. Didn’t I know the dogs could have killed me? My parents were warned that they must keep me away from the dogs. To make certain that we got the message, the guards donned their protective gear and gave a vivid and terrifying demonstration of how guard dogs attack and the fatal damage they can do.

My distraught parents were furious with me, terrified of what the dogs could have done to me, and intimidated by the guards. Who knew what terrible repercussions might be wrought upon us and our fellow refugees by my behavior? The guards were angry at me because I had somehow, unwittingly, infiltrated their line of defense in the camp’s containment of the refugees. I was confused because I had angered both the people I loved—my parents—and the people I feared: the guards. It was as if the guards and my parents had become uneasy allies in their shared quest to keep me away from the dogs. My parents put me under “house arrest”—I was kept indoors, well away from the dogs’ area.

But the dogs were my refuge in that dismal refugee camp, and I resolved to be with them. Determined to end my exile, it wasn’t too long before I made my break and found my way back to the dogs. Despite the guards’ attack demonstration, I remained unconvinced that these beautiful animals were the evil, vicious creatures everyone kept telling me they were. So, when no one was looking, I once again approached the dogs’ area and stuck my fingers through the fence and, once again, with my open, outstretched palm, the dogs slowed, sniffed my hand, and gave me several warm licks. My fate with these furry creatures was sealed, literally with a “kiss,” once and for all.

And it was then (in a kind of “pet therapy” before I even knew what pet therapy was!) that the guards, because of the dogs, also became my friends. Somewhat mystified by their dogs’ response to me, and definitely frustrated in trying to control a dog-happy toddler, they decided it might be better for camp control to allow me supervised “visits” with my dog friends.

So, for the next three years, the guards, the dogs, and I established a happy ritual: I could visit the dogs, but I must go through the guards’ quarters first. The guards didn’t want their superiors or other camp internees to see me. It would have meant trouble for them in their ranks, and would have been bad for the morale of other refugees to see that I had more freedom than others.

But the fact was, I did have more freedom. My friendship with the dogs was my passport, if only for a few hours each day, to a new world of freedom on the other side of the camp’s fence—a taste of a world unknown to me; but a world I knew I longed for. A world of daylight and dreams—and dogs!

And when I was old enough to understand such things, a Holy Man in the camp told me a story. It’s a story I’ve never forgotten, and it reflects my own feelings about dogs and the bond we share with them.

“You are very lucky, Bash,” he told me, “that you have had this amazing experience with animals. The relationship that we have with dogs—this bond we feel—is a gift from God. And it comes from a time in the far, far past, when man lived in the garden, and it was a very beautiful world. Man and nature were in unison in this very special place, where man and animals lived in harmony and could talk together, each in his own language. All understood one another perfectly and life was beautiful. It was nothing at all like this camp.

“But one day man broke God’s rules, and God was very, very angry. He gathered all of the animals in the garden and told them that because man had broken the rules, he would have to leave the garden. However, being a merciful God, he asked that one animal remain by man’s side. The world outside the garden was a very frightening and lonely place; God wouldn’t be there to protect man, who would need a friend. All the animals looked at one another, and not one said a word.

“Finally, a wolf stepped forward and stood next to the man. And when the man and the wolf stepped through the gate of the garden into the wide world outside, the wolf was transformed into a dog. Man and dog have been best friends ever since.”

So, like the man and the dog who stepped through the gate together and into a brave new world, I knew that somehow, “my” dogs—these “vicious” guard dogs—would take me there, also. Indeed, in a way, they already had—and not just to the other, freedom side of the camp’s gate. These dogs had helped me to escape in the same way the wonderful dog stars in the movies help people to escape problems and worries and depression: the escape of the imagination to a wished-for world. The “escapism” that our shared, twentieth-century Hollywood “heritage” affords anyone who can afford a ticket and a bag of popcorn, and that, if only for the run of the film, allows your mind to run away with you, transporting you to a place, that, for whatever reason, is better than your own place in your own world.

Those prison dogs were both my escape and my destination; my desire and my destiny. The dogs hadn’t bitten me. They didn’t break the skin or draw blood. But they had gotten under my skin and into my blood. I definitely had “dog fever”—and there was no cure!

Within a few years, the United Nations sent an American committee for human rights, and they won us our freedom, allowing us to relocate to Italy. I will always be grateful to the United States, but I almost didn’t want to go—it meant leaving the dogs. But I knew I had to. The dogs had helped me to escape once before, and they didn’t let me down this time. For as surely as a benevolent guardian holds the hand of a bewildered child through troubled times, the dogs had gripped my heart and given me courage in a frightening time of world unrest, as well as a determination that dogs would always be a major part of my life.

Indeed, I realize, in retrospect, that the guard dog’s first lick of my hand was really my first taste of dog training! Sadly, I knew that I could not take these dogs with me. But I also knew that I would never leave them behind. Just as they had been my salvation and carried me through disconcerting times, so they would continue to be my salvation. I carried them in my heart that daunting day when I crossed the threshold into my brave new world, and they have remained with me ever since.

[image: Image]

* Mariah the Wolf. *
COURTESY BASH DIBRA

And although I never looked back, I did return—having realized my dream of making a dog a star; and having that dream come true, in part, thanks to the remarkable wolf who accompanied me on my return: Mariah.

Indeed, it would be more accurate to say that I accompanied her, because, like my dogs, Mariah had become a star in her own right. She had starred in a network television movie and had won a coveted contract as the “cover girl” for a major cosmetics company. And finally—having been selected by the International Olympic Committee to serve as the official mascot and goodwill ambassador of the 1984 Winter Olympics in Sarajevo—Mariah had journeyed to Yugoslavia, the land of my childhood refugee camp, where she commanded the world stage.

As Wordsworth poetically observed, “The child is father of the man,” and Mariah’s stirring performance was a powerful tribute both to the long-dead guard dogs who had taught this child so much and to Mariah herself, who had taught so much to the man I had become.

As surely as the wolf in the story of my childhood changed the course of mankind’s history, Mariah changed my life profoundly—not just because of her career successes, but because of her inner self, what she taught me and how she inspired me. She became my muse and my Rosetta Stone, my inspiration and my understanding. With her beauty, she was the model for Revlon’s Gypsy Gold ad campaign, and with her inner beauty—her ancestral wolf characteristics—she became the model on which I base all my training.

To the public, Mariah was the symbol of the brotherhood of the eternal Olympian quest for extraordinary athletic accomplishment, unconstrained by culture, unbounded by country. But to me, Mariah was the symbol of the symbiotic spirit of the brotherhood of man and dog, and what we can accomplish against all odds. In my own private Olympic marathon, the guard dogs had been my goodwill ambassadors to my captors, forging our friendship and insuring my passage to a new life in a new country—just as my Olympic goodwill ambassador, Mariah, years later, brought me back again, in liberty and triumph.

And if I can do it, you can do it.
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* Mariah and me. *
COURTESY BASH DIBRA

I don’t mean, of course, that every impossibly insurmountable obstacle can be overcome by a shared human/hound Herculean effort. But I do believe that, whatever your dream—discovered or rediscovered—you can capture it and make it your own. People and pets are a winning combination.

When you first choose your dog, as I outlined in my last book, Your Dream Dog, you are embarking on a journey of a lifetime, wherever it takes you. With this book, StarPet, I am encouraging you to reach for the stars; to find your inspiration, your muse; to learn all you can; and to emulate that ideal. And, when you do this, and you are the best that you can be, you will be an inspiration to others, whether in your own local orbit or in the hemisphere of Hollywood hounds!

Indeed, I’ve never cared for the old saying, “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” As you’ll discover with StarPet, lots of old dogs—and other pets—can learn lots of new tricks! In fact, some of motion pictures’ greatest dog and cat stars became accomplished actors at all ages and from every conceivable—and inconceivable!—background.

The legendary Rin Tin Tin, for example, was a young pup near death in the foxholes of World War I Germany before being rescued by a young soldier, Corporal Lee Duncan, and taken to a new life in Hollywood, where he became a leading actor, and delighted in playtimes with his leading actress friend and neighbor, Jean Harlow! Under Duncan’s tutelage, Rin Tin Tin soared to stardom with his onscreen heroism and derring-do—earning fame as “The Mortgage Lifter” and “The Dog Who Saved Hollywood,” because his box-office blockbusters not only carried Rinty and Duncan to fame and fortune, but also rescued Warner Brothers, drowning in debt, from bankruptcy!

A few years before Rin Tin Tin sniffed around Hollywood, a little nondescript stray pooch, abandoned, frightened, and whimpering, was rescued by Bill Buskirk, then head of the Property Department of the Fine Arts Studio. Buskirk dubbed his furry foundling Props, and the likable little dog soon had the run of the studio. Props especially liked playing with the Triangle Kiddies—an ensemble cast of talented kiddie actors à la the Little Rascals. One day while Props was watching the kids film a scene involving a runaway wagon, the stunt went horribly wrong. Safety wires broke loose, and with little Baby Charles, the star, hanging on for dear life, the wagon careened out of control toward a deep gully, threatening to derail the entire production. Everyone froze, except Props. The plucky pooch dashed out from behind the camera and valiantly flung his little body in front of the wagon. Baby Charles was saved, and so was the picture—and it was all captured on camera. The little dog was soon cast in several box-office hits—most memorably The Little Yank, with Dorothy Gish.

And when Charlie Chaplin was looking to cast a dog as Scraps in the immortal film A Dog’s Life, it was a poignant pup of a dog named Brownie—another stray-to-star story, thanks to Charles Gee, who rescued the little guy—who rose to fame costarring with the Little Tramp.

But not all of the dog stars were young pups, and not all of their costars were people.

Teddy, the Great Dane, was a charismatic canine who was equally adept at comedy and drama, and, in a career that spanned nearly a decade, commanded starring roles well into old age—and paved the way for many other dog stars, including Rin Tin Tin. But Teddy was best known for his costarring comedic capers with Pepper the alley cat. Under the direction of the legendary Mack Sennett, their popularity rivaled even that of Sennett’s Keystone Kops.

And Pepper’s phenomenal rise to stardom is no less amazing than that of her canine counterparts. Indeed, the Hollywood cliché of a young actress clawing her way to the top was never more applicable.

You see, Pepper literally clawed her way to the top of the movie industry when, as a starving young kitten, orphaned and abandoned by the rest of her motherless littermates, she pawed her way up and out from under the floorboards and onto the sound stage—right during filming! With more than a dozen cast and crew, spotlights, cameras, and other equipment, the scene should have terrified the little kitten. But Pepper seemed to find it mesmerizing—not to mention the lure of friendly voices and the scent of cream for coffee! As with Props, the camera caught history in the making: A kitten was saved and a star was born! And when Pepper was cast opposite her older male costar—Teddy, the Great Dane—the old dog’s star took on new luster, and he worked well into his twelfth year, as the affectionate, charismatic film duo turned out hit after hit.

But none of the stars on the Hollywood horizon would have risen so high or shone so brightly if it had not been for the very first StarPet, Jean. Jean not only paved the way for the celebrity pet parade to follow; she also paved the way for her young master—Larry Trimble—to claim his place in motion picture history as premiere trainer of the greatest dog star ever: Strongheart.

You see, the year was 1912, and no dog had ever performed in a motion picture. The industry was in its infancy then, and Trim-ble wasn’t much older! A young boy with a pet Collie named Jean, Trimble loved two things more than anything else: teaching his dog to perform tricks and hanging around the nearby Vitagraph studios where the “moving pictures” were being made. One day, fate intervened. The legendary studio boss Alfred E. Smith needed a dog to perform in his picture, and Larry and Jean were in the right place at the right time! The talented twosome fetched their opportunity and ran with it, acing the impromptu audition and launching young Larry’s career—and Jean’s stardom. The two of them were trailblazers. He was a trainer-in-training, she was a star-in-the-making. They learned together and forged their own path. And when the final curtain fell on Jean’s stellar career, Trimble—by then a young man, and armed with the understanding Jean had given him, and the techniques he had perfected—set out to create the greatest dog star ever: Strongheart.
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* Strongheart in a silent movie. *
COURTESY STAR MOVIES



The year was 1921, the film was The Silent Call, and the star was a magnificent German Shepherd. The powerful film captured the undying love of a dog (played by Strongheart) for a wolf (played by Trimble’s wolf, Lady Silver), and his death-defying heroics to keep his family safe from the dangers of the wilderness. With barely any human actors in the film, Strongheart was in nearly every frame. In the final scenes—when tragedy takes the lives of his young family—Strongheart’s portrayal of shocked disbelief, grief, and utter despair has not been matched. Strongheart earned critical raves and public adoration, and his illustrious career fired an entire nation, an entire generation, with a passion for the noble breed.

And so these StarPets—along with their trainers who guided them into the halls of Hollywood history—shine brightly for you to look up to: to hitch your leash to, to find your muse, your mentor. I share these stories with you because, when I first became enchanted with animals in film, I had not even heard of Hollywood, let alone the stories behind these captivating creatures, and how they found their way onto the silver screen. And, when I embarked on my career as an animal trainer, I knew little about the trainers of these animals, and how they transformed their pets into stars. Their lives were a world away from my life, and they had died long before I was born. Indeed, the legendary dog trainer, Larry Trimble, whom I would posthumously adopt as my mentor, was a virtual unknown to me.

Yet as surely as Jean’s rising star led Larry to Strongheart, Mariah’s rising star, a half-century later, unknowingly yet unerringly led me to Strongheart and Trimble.

You see, as Mariah and I were working on the set one day, an enigmatic old-timer who had quietly observed us—day in and day out for nearly the entire production shoot—finally ambled over to us with the simple pronouncement that watching Mariah and me reminded him of his days as a young stagehand, watching Larry Trimble train an incredible wolf ! He then pressed into my hands a worn and tattered edition of a 1929 Saturday Evening Post, in which Trimble had penned an article about his work with Strongheart—as well as with a pack of twenty-three wolves! From the historic handler himself, I learned about his philosophies and training techniques, and that an incredible “she wolf”—Lady Silver—was Strongheart’s costar, and the creature of whom the old stagehand found Mariah so dramatically reminiscent.

For a young dog trainer, that moment was like finding the Holy Grail—or, in this case, the Holy Growl!

That serendipitous encounter was like stumbling upon an old, undiscovered letter from an ancestor you have admired from afar and longed to emulate—and, as the words come to life, they bring an awakening deep within you that maybe, just maybe, you might have what it takes to follow in his footsteps.

You see, in hindsight—perhaps houndsight would be more applicable—I see how my own journey unwittingly followed the StarPet path Strongheart and Trimble had forged a half-century earlier.

Strongheart hailed from post-World War I Europe, where he was a guard dog. I hailed from post-World War II Europe, where I was guarded by dogs like him!

When Trimble ransomed Strongheart from war-ravaged Germany, he relocated the dog to upstate New York. When my family and I were liberated by an American-sponsored United Nations human rights team, we relocated to upstate New York, where I acquired a dog.

Like Trimble with Strongheart, my dog of choice was also a German Shepherd. And, as with Trimble and Strongheart, my Shepherd and I also championed many philanthropic endeavors during the course of his career.

And finally, just as Trimble had trained an incredible wolf for the silver screen, so Mariah had come to me, and I had been privileged to raise and train her for a very special film.

These revelations were both humbling and energizing. They inspired and encouraged me, not only in my work, but to learn everything I could about the work of the legendary Trimble and Strongheart, and to pass that knowledge on to others who aspire to make their pets StarPets. And, along with that knowledge, to also give—as Trimble unwittingly, unknowingly gave me—the inspiration and encouragement of the legends before us, to follow your dream, and to become an inspiration to others.

You see, my story just shows that, wherever you seek inspiration or search for a mentorand your shared canine or cat commonalities!—you will find your inspiration, and you may be closer to your mentor than you realize, and closer to realizing your dream!

Maybe the biographies of all our StarPets were written in the stars a very long time ago—and imprinted on their shining souls as they came to earth and into our hearts and homes. Maybe it is up to us to study their stories, to learn from them, and—like a pet training manual for ourselves—use their stories to help guide other people and pets. For we may train our pets, but our pets teach us—and the best teachers are the ones who inspire and encourage. We may imprint on our pets to influence their training—but they imprint on our hearts and influence our lives and the lives of those around us, forever.

So, as Larry Trimble did with Strongheart, we must—in big ways or small ways, professionally or personally—let our StarPets shine and use their spotlights as beacons of light for responsible pet ownership and shining paths to those who endeavor to follow in StarPet pawprints.

For all StarPets are wonderful and have special stories to tell, but the professional StarPets take their stories to the stage and screen—and that special pet just might be yours!




INTRODUCTION
Discovering Your StarPet


Shakespeare rightly predicted that “the cat will mew and the dog will have its day!” But not even this visionary playwright could have imagined the proliferation of pets today, or their increasing value to the success of motion pictures, television shows, commercials, and print ads.

Let’s face it. How many times have you watched a dog in a film and thought, “My dog can do that!”? And perhaps you’ve seen a cat in a commercial who can’t begin to compete with your precious tabby? Or maybe you’ve flipped through a magazine and spotted an especially appealing animal in an advertisement?

Everyday people just like you call me or visit my website (www.starpet.com) to ask whether their pets have what it takes to succeed in the entertainment industry. And you know what? Very often these pets do have what it takes—and so might yours.

For twenty-five years, I’ve had the pleasure of training what I have come to call my StarPets.

StarPets are the pets who are public stars in their own right, appearing in motion pictures, television, commercials, and print ads—as well as the pets who are the private costars of human celebrities, the companions who share and complement the private lives of very public people. The celebrities on the other end of the StarPet leash include Sarah Jessica Parker, Matthew Broderick, Jennifer Lopez, Carly Simon, Mia Farrow, Mariah Carey, Martin Scorsese, Henry Kissinger, Alec Baldwin, Kim Basinger, and Ron Howard.
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* Here I am with Matthew Broderick and his dog, Sally, during a training session. *
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And, sometimes, the worlds overlap. Like exuberant dogs who bound into play mode whenever they spot a friend, and find themselves (and their people!) hopelessly entangled in a labyrinth of leashes—Who’s walking who?—so the world of StarPets sometimes reads like an old-time Hollywood script, with real life seeming to mirror the reel life of a screwball, mixed-up, madcap (muttcap?) movie! And here, the script might read, “Who’s training whom?”

This happened when I was training Sally, the wonderful Border Collie who belongs to Sarah Jessica Parker and Matthew Broderick. Sally has high energy, keen intelligence, and a potent personality. She could easily have had a career as a professional performing pooch—not to mention that, with Matthew Broderick and Sarah Jessica Parker as her “people,” she was definitely well-connected! In fact, Matthew loved to take Sally with him on film sets, where she would entertain the cast and crew alike with her amazing feats. Indeed, with her sparkling talent, she was a featured star in my dog-training workshop video, Teach Your Dog to Behave!

Little did I know that Sally would soon be starring in her own “workshop,” which could have been entitled, “Teach Your Star Person to Act Like a Dog!”—and “costarring” her stunning “star person,” Sarah Jessica Parker.

I was working on my third book, Dog Speak, in which I was concentrating on the way dogs communicate, and the subtleties of the expressions of their emotions—and trying to impart to my readers the way discerning dog people can understand what is going on within their dogs’ minds, by correctly reading what is exhibited from without. Sally always had an exceedingly expressive personality, and, being very extroverted (of course, has anyone ever known an introverted Border Collie?), Sally served as a wonderful model for the book.

At the same time, Sally’s “star person,” Sarah Jessica, was working on her own project: She was slated to star in playwright A. R.

Gurney’s Broadway vehicle Sylvia, in which she would play—guess what?—a dog!

So, as I was coaching Sally to elicit various emotional responses and expressions for Dog Speak, Sally, in turn, was “coaching” Sarah! You see, Sally was very prolific in dogspeak (which is why I was using her as my “model,” of course!), so she was quite the “language coach.” Actors frequently use dialect coaches, so why not a coach for dogspeak? Ever the consummate actor, throwing herself totally and studiously into the role, Sarah diligently dogged Sally’s every move: her eyes, ears, muzzle, facial expressions, and body language. Indeed, with Sarah mimicking Sally mimicking me, in a kind of “round robin” of “cross-species” Method acting, I gained newfound respect for acting!

Not surprisingly, audiences and critics alike took Sarah Jessica to heart! Miss Parker garnered rave reviews for her finely nuanced performance, and the house was sold out every night for the run of the play. On street corners and in critics’ columns, your “average” New Yorkers—aloof and opinionated, sophisticated (and sometimes jaded!)—were all equally incredulous, dumbstruck, at Sarah Jessica’s awesome acting ability to virtually transform herself into a dog! And, needless to say, this was probably the only time in theater history that a beautiful, talented, accomplished, and award-winning actress was thrilled to be referred to as a “real dog”!

With the dramatic proliferation of pets on stage, screen, commercials, and print ads, it was difficult for supply to keep up with demand! It was a good problem to be saddled with, of course, but, nonetheless, a problem. I wasn’t a Hollywood trainer, working from a ranch in California, where space isn’t an issue. I was in the middle of New York City, where the prime issues of real estate are both lack of space and lack of acceptance of pets! Not so easy for someone whose business, also, is pets!

Serendipitously, with so many of my clients involved in some aspect of the entertainment industry—be it people or pets, behind the scenes or in front of the cameras—I began to find my stable of stars in the soaring penthouses and townhouses of New York City. Long romanticized as the “playground of the rich and famous,” New York was, for me, fast becoming the playground of the rich, the famous, and the furry!

You see, I may get a call for a specific type of cat or breed of dog that is not currently “in residence” in my own stable of StarPets but is, in fact, the type of cat or breed of dog I have chosen, bred, or trained for a client. And that animal may, in fact, be just the right answer to the casting director’s call! Having trained the pet—and, oftentimes, the owner, as well!—I know if the pet can handle the job. And, equally important, I know if the owner can handle being the “handler”! Thus, during a busy season, I might not only engage the animal for an acting gig, but recruit the owner to be his animal actor’s handler, as well!

So, with a demand too great for my own animal actors, this sort of informal arrangement started out of necessity for me. I made certain, of course, that these “private” pets—the pets of some very “high-powered” clients—were well-prepared for their high-profile “public” work.

What I wasn’t prepared for, however, was the enthusiasm of the pets’ owners—my clients! I knew the pets would have fun, what with all the attention and hoopla—but I didn’t realize my clients would also be “hooked”! They each wanted to make—or have me make—their pet a star!

And so, a StarPet was born!

You see, every dog is a “diamond in the ruff,” every cat is the “cat’s meow”—even a bunny can bedazzle and a pet pig can “hog” the spotlight! If you pamper, pet, and polish it enough, a StarPet—like a genie out of Aladdin’s Lamp—can burst onto the scene and create movie magic.

And, although many of my clients are celebrities, you don’t have to be a star yourself to have a StarPet. Many of my StarPet clients are people just like you, who have learned from my books and video or participated in my StarPet workshops and casting calls. They may not be celebrities themselves, but their dogs and cats are bona fido and bona feline stars, who learned to perform on cue, navigate the blocking of a sound stage, and interact with human costars in the manner a script calls for.

Some of these extraordinary pets from “ordinary” households are Wesley, the Brussels Griffon who portrayed “Rags” on ABC’s popular sitcom Spin City with Michael J. Fox; Jade, the suburban Chihuahua-turned-showtime-ChihuaWow who did a star turn with Reese Witherspoon in an MTV Total Request Live video take-off of the hit motion picture sequel Legally Blonde 2; and Lucy, who appeared in NBC’s Law & Order and in HBO’s Sex and the City with Sarah Jessica Parker.

Just think of me as the Lee Strasberg of pets, who can take your seemingly “average” Norma Jean of a cat and bring out the Marilyn Monroe in her. Or perhaps you have a shy little Marion of a dog on the outside—but on the inside there’s a two-fisted (four-pawed?) he-man (he-mutt?) John Wayne of a dog just waiting to premiere!

In truth, actually (and in a true StarPet role reversal), that charismatic cowboy had the canine brought out of him!

Legend has it that John Wayne was nicknamed “the Duke” because it sounded so macho. That, however, is only part of the story. Studio reps had christened Marion John Wayne because his given name was deemed too “prissy.” But when publicists knighted him “the Duke” to signify the legendary status of the macho persona of their star, it was a tip of the star’s ten-gallon hat to his beloved childhood dog, Duke. The movie legend and his dog were so inseparable that whenever Wayne was called, Duke would show up, and whenever Duke was called, Wayne was at his side! Talk about chemistry!

In our hearts, we know that there is, within each and every pet, a star. When you pamper and pet it, practice with it and polish it, that pet can become a star, not just in your own home, but in your community—performing in local plays, parades, pageants, and civic and chamber of commerce-sponsored community events, as well as working in the gratifying philanthropic realms of pet therapy and humane education. And, perhaps, you and your pet might even decide to “take your show on the road” and go professional—all the way from auditions to curtain calls!

And there is no better time to embark on such an adventure than now. More than ever before, pets are enjoying the accolades of show business. In fact, when I conceived and built New York City’s “Canine Court” (the world’s first doggie playground), I did so with the mission that city dogs should have a place to play together with their people and other dogs. If they are aspiring animal actors, they should have a place to practice agility and to rehearse acting routines and movie/TV stunt work.

It is no coincidence that this outdoor rehearsal hall is in the form of a playground.

Shakespearean scholars and theater purists alike will tell you that, since the days of Shakespeare and the legendary Globe Theater, the original word for actors is players, and the original term for acting is play-acting. As Shakespeare wrote in Hamlet: “The play’s the thing,” which is no less true for our “hairy Hamlets”!

You and your pet can only embark on the StarPet adventure if you are determined to have a good time. To play. To enhance your relationship with your pet, and to enjoy the adventure. All the work you and your pet do must be based on what comes naturally to your pet, and what your pet enjoys doing.

So just how do you discover your pet’s inner, hidden talents? The same way any casting director, acting coach, producer, or critic discovers the talents of a human star! Watch your pet “perform”! No “Method” actor is better at “playing to type” or “living in the moment” than a dog or cat! Even animal amateur actors can run rings around the professional human actor when it comes to “the play”!

So, set aside an evening after work or school, and make it an “Evening at the Improv,” as you play with your pet, keeping an eye out for what he loves doing most and the uniqueness of his expression. Turn a lazy Saturday afternoon into a movie “muttinee” or “catinee.” As you play with your dog or cat, imagine his special look or physical antics being a part of a film, TV show, or commercial. Does he listen to you? And does he like the playful interaction? Does he look to you for more? For a successful StarPet, everything he does, all the “work,” must be based on what comes naturally to him, what he enjoys doing. Just as with people, pets cannot be successful in their work unless they enjoy their work! True, dogs (and some cats!) love having “jobs,” and these dogs love to “work”—although some cats I know would rather have you work for them! StarPets must love their work—not work for love!

With this book, we will explore your pet’s star appeal, as well as your ability to discover his hidden talents, and, with the techniques learned here, nurture your private StarPet—granted, an endearing but nonetheless amateur StarPet—into a professional StarPet!

So, whether you “take your show on the road” and embark on a professional StarPet career or you just want your pet to attain a professional standard, you must always remember to keep it fun! Whether you are working from your own home, backyard, or community—or you take it all the way to New York or Hollywood—remember that you and your StarPet are “players” and “the play’s the thing”!

Quite simply, just remember to always keep the play in play-acting!

And remember that StarPet is a journey, a journey of discovery, a journey to be shared and enjoyed with your pet.

Legendary literary chronicler of the American experience John Steinbeck, in his book Travels with Charley, took a journey across country in an old pickup truck with “only” his dog, his Standard Poodle, “Charley,” as company. The aim of the trip was to discover, firsthand, the character of the American people, but Steinbeck found himself, instead, discovering, first paw, the exemplary and extraordinary character of the American dog.

“Charley,” wrote Steinbeck, in discovery and newfound appreciation of his traveling companion, “is not a human; he’s a dog and he likes it that way. He feels that he is a first-rate dog, and has no wish to be a second-rate human!”

The StarPet journey of discovery is similar. We are not out to turn a dog into a caricature of sometimes silly human behavior. I agree with Charley and Steinbeck—and that other exceptional student of Americana, Mark Twain, who observed that “man is the only animal who blushes—or needs to!” No, the journey of StarPet is to help guide our dogs to be the very best dogs they can be, whether at home and in their own communities, or in the public spotlight as a symbol for all the wonderful ways pets—both dogs and cats—enhance our lives.

And the StarPet journey should be as fun for you and your pet as the proverbial car ride is fun for the proverbial dog! (Think Steinbeck and Charley!) In fact, the kind of joy and exuberance with which StarPets throw themselves into their work, as if they were jumping into the family car for a much-anticipated trip, was illustrated nicely by one of my clients, whose dogs acted in summer stock.

My client, Sergeant Brown, was an Air Force man, whose daughters were talented ballet dancers, spending their summers in regional theater. Theatrical endeavors were always a family affair for the Browns (Sergeant Brown always headed the lighting and technical crew, while Mrs. Brown handled costumes and refreshments)—even the family dogs sat in on the rehearsals! One year, the premiere summer stock production was The Wizard of Oz, and, serendipitously, the Brown dogs were the same breed as Dorothy’s Toto—Cairn Terriers! Well, no auditions were even considered. The Brown brothers, Christopher and MacDuff, won the role of Toto—paws down!—sharing it, much as the Olsen Twins, Mary-Kate and Ashley, shared their early babyhood days on ABC’s Full House! But both dogs loved working with all the kids and actors in the show so much that neither dog wanted to put in time, offstage, as the understudy!

So, how did Sergeant Brown keep both “dog stars” happy—and the production running smoothly? By keeping the family car—engine running—just outside the stage door! You see, as much as the dogs both loved their theatrical life, they also loved going for rides in the car! So, if Christopher, for example, was happily performing, reveling in the spotlight, Sergeant Brown—to keep MacDuff from being unhappy about not being on stage—would take the theater-happy dog for an “exciting” drive around the neighborhood!

But learning the StarPet craft is a journey within. It is discovering what your pet is capable of (and what you are capable of!), and how the two of you, together, can accomplish your goals, have fun along the way, and make your dreams come true! For the adventure, as any dog will tell you, is not just in the destination, but in the ride—and all the adventures along the way!

For human actors, this journey of discovery is called the “Actor’s Arc,” whether it be the arc of his career or the arc of the character he is portraying.

For animal actors, however, this journey of discovery is a little more hairy—pun intended!—and I find it helps my StarPet clients to think of this journey as “Bash’s Ark,” a kind of cross between the Actor’s Arc and Noah’s Ark! You see, Noah took the animals in, two by two, and I am taking the two of you—you and your pet—for some specialized, star-bound, in-tandem training.

You see, the Actor’s Arc requires Method acting—digging deep within the human actor’s psyche. But Bash’s Ark requires the Mariah Method, which will teach you how to dig deep within your pet’s psyche to discover your pet’s talent, and will enable you together—with in-tandem training—to retrieve that talent from the depths of his psyche and put it into the spotlight.

And who knows? Your StarPet may unfurl a rainbow of “reel” rave reviews—and maybe even a pot of residuals at the end of the rainbow!

But, more important, you and your pet will have a wonderful, shared adventure—and shared adventures are the best adventures! And, as you build that special bond with your StarPet through in-tandem training, your pet’s offstage behavior will get equally good reviews from those all-important critics, family and friends! But perhaps most important—because we love our pets so much—you will garner the loving accolades of your animal actor for sharing such a wonderful adventure.

Along these lines, I am often asked if a StarPet is born or made, but I never get into a debate about it, because every time a puppy or kitten or other baby animal comes into this world, I believe that a star is born—and will always be a star in the heart and home of his owner.

[image: Image]

* Bash with a wolf pup. *
COURTESY DENNIS MOSNER

So, whether you and your pet remain in the “real” world or step into the spotlight of the “reel” world, whether you have a dog or cat, a mutt, mixed-breed, shelter-rescued, or pampered “pick of the litter” champion line from a private breeder, your pet, with you by his side, has the potential to be a StarPet.

However, although a private StarPet may be born, a public StarPet, a celebrity StarPet, is made.

A pet fulfills the greatest role of all for the sometimes struggling human condition: providing unconditional love. A StarPet has the ability to bring that role to the public arena, for the betterment not just of humankind, but of all.

When I was studying animal behavior, I was greatly influenced by the “prophetic” work of the extraordinary eighteenth-century French naturalist Comte Georges-Louis de Buffon, in discerning and documenting the character and place in our lives of the so-called “ordinary” dog.

Centuries before pets were in our homes as family members, in our schools as educators, and in our hospitals as “therapists,” Buffon published Portrait of a Dog, which put his spotlight on the power of the dog to heal a nation. Great leaders throughout history, and from differing and diverse nations, have all agreed that the standard by which a nation judges its greatness can be measured by how they treat their animals—and Buffon’s exquisite and erudite work spoke volumes, not only about the treatment and well-being of pets in society, but also about how pets impart their special talents and affect the well-being of a nation’s citizens.

Buffon’s celebrated and celebratory work was the triumphant culmination of a two-year journey in which the naturalist—commissioned by King Louis XV to discover the most remarkable (and valuable to mankind) species on the face of the earth—embarked on an intense and detailed study the world over, only to return to the shores of his own continent, and to find his answer patiently awaiting him on his doorstep: his faithful home companion, the dog!

For his near-poetic work in detailing the exquisite, finely nuanced character of the species, King Louis XV co-opted the title Poet Laureate and conferred on Buffon the post of Naturalist Laureate.

In detailing his discoveries in Portrait of a Dog, Buffon wrote:

The dog is a species so intimately involved with our own. More docile than man, the dog adapts himself to the gestures, the manners, all the habits of those who give him orders. He takes on the tone of the house where he lives. The dog, faithful to man, will always conserve a degree of superiority over the other animals.

It can be said that the dog is the only animal whose fidelity is put to the test: the only one who invariably knows his master and the friends of the house; the only one who realizes when a stranger arrives, who hears his name and recognizes the voices of “his” family.

Independent of his beauty of form, his liveliness, his strength and his agility, he has par excellence all the inner qualities that could attract attention. The pleasure of attaching himself to a man and the desire to please: he lays his courage, his strength, his talents at his master’s feet. He councils and questions. One glance is sufficient, he understands his master’s will. The dog has all the warmth of feeling, and, even more than man, the dog has fidelity and constancy. In his affection, he has no ambition, he has no desire for vengeance, he is all zeal, all ardor. More sensitive to memories of kindness than of injury, he is not discouraged by mistreatment.

In chronicling the supreme, soulful symbiosis of the canine species with homo sapiens, this Naturalist Laureate rallied his countrymen to the side of the noble creature who had forever stood stoically at their side. In doing so, he influenced the manners and mores of a nation regarding its pets.

So, even hundreds of years ago, the dog was the leader of the pack in guiding human beings to a better understanding and kinder treatment not only of the canine species but of all species humankind shares this earth with—as well as leading us to a greater understanding of ourselves.

Before Portrait of a Dog, Buffon had nearly been forced into exile by the French clergy, who deemed his claim that animals had immortal souls blasphemous. In fact, his twenty-one-volume encyclopedia on animal behavior had even been banned.

In Buffon’s native France, in the very next century (in 1895, to be exact), history was made with a poignant documentary capturing the struggles, and oftentimes the desperation, of the human condition. Perhaps it is no coincidence that this historic strip of film also happened to capture the very first dog on film—and to have the dog’s place in our lives immortalized in celluloid for the benefit of people and pets, and all their progeny, everywhere.

Produced by the inventive French brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière, Leaving the Lumière was filmed with their revolutionary (at that time) yet still rudimentary hand-cranked cinematograph. The film was shot with the stationary camera and chronicled, documentary-style, the exodus of overworked factory employees—all women—from the Lumière headquarters in Lyons, France. And amid the mass of nameless, nearly faceless, hungering, and hopeless humanity, the camera captured—almost unnoticed and without fanfare—their sentient salvation.

At the end of a long and grueling day, as the workers made their weary mass exodus, there, just outside the gates, waiting dutifully for the dispirited denizens, is one lone, loyal dog.

With his brief appearance at the end of the historic, first-ever motion picture, that one dog—the spirit for the dispirited—still managed to steal the scene.

Pets help us at home, in schools, and in hospitals. They are our eyes if we are blind, our ears if we are deaf, and our limbs if we are weak. They offer us quiet repose in the midst of disquieting conflict. When we find ourselves mired in the grips of inexplicable inertia, they herd us into action with an unavoidable “up and at ’em!” enthusiasm. They are a force of optimism in a world that is often desperate and pessimistic. They imbue us with their joyful ability to “live in the moment”—yet at the same time they are steadfast, never wavering in their diligent and loyal guardianship.

And last, but not least, they entertain us. As surely as dogs “force” us out for a walk or a drive in the car, our pets force us to step outside ourselves and see—as they do—what a wonderful gift life is. And when we need to be brought down to earth and become a little more circumspect, they help us to walk a mile in another man’s moccasins, or another pet’s paws.

So, whether our pets remain stars solely in our homes, or take their newfound talents and skills into our local communities, or actually become working professionals in the entertainment industry, their ability to entertain—to touch hearts, to foster joy and love and understanding and laughter—is a gift that can change the world. Lassie did it. So did Strongheart, Rin Tin Tin, and Benji. In fact, the cinematic canine countenance is so powerful that even conjuring it up in animation is awesome in its ability to touch our souls.

Since time immemorial, dogs have saved us by licking our wounds and tugging at our extremities, as they drag our helpless selves to safety. Today, still more dogs (and cats!)—StarPets—save us by tickling our funny bones and tugging at our heartstrings as, from stage and screen, they pull our hapless human selves out of our cold and lonely inner prisons and into the shared warmth of their spotlight. The StarPet is a true and trusted friend to the millions of moviegoers who have ever known or owned a pet, and who have ever loved—and, perhaps more important, longed for a pet.


CHAPTER ONE
From Street Dogs to Pets


After I escaped the cold confinement of the internment camp, life in Italy was near idyllic for a young boy with a vivid imagination who loved animals. Images of Italy’s most famous saint, St. Francis of Assisi, the patron saint of animals, were everywhere: icons in churches, statues in gardens, frescos on village walls. The colorful feast days, when entire villages celebrated the life and times of St. Francis with music, theater, art, games, and picnics, filled my head with visions of an everyday “Peaceable Kingdom.” My pets were the village dogs and cats. They weren’t really strays, but unlike pets as we know them here in America today, these dogs and cats were left more to their own devices. Much like Blanche DuBois in Tennessee Williams’s classic A Streetcar Named Desire, these pets depended on the kindness of strangers—the local villagers who embraced them with open arms. I was no exception.

My earliest memories are of playing with these dogs and cats in front of my favorite fresco of St. Francis. This particular one was the largest and most colorful, depicting the defining moments of the life of St. Francis. The series of life-size paintings guided the onlooker through the life of St. Francis, capturing his most memorable times: first, the beloved saint as a young troubadour entertaining in the streets and cafés; next, preaching his famous sermon to the birds; then, imploring the mayors of the villages to pass laws that people must make certain to feed the cats and dogs and other animals on Christmas Day; another, the famous nativity scene; and, finally, the taming of the legendary wolf of Gubbio. That was the fresco that affected me most.

I would take the street dogs and cats and direct them to act the scenes from the fresco. I would have the dogs and cats—grouped in circles with dishes of food—“sit” and “stay” to portray the noble men and women in the cafés where St. Francis entertained when he was a troubadour. For the sermon the little saint preached to the birds, I would try my best to train the street cats not to follow their instincts to go after birds and butterflies. I didn’t have much success with that, however.

Cats, of course, are “harder” to train than dogs, as you will discover in Chapters 6 and 7, but I think it would have taken the saint himself to train those streetwise cats not to act on their natural impulses! The nativity scene was fun because it required props and costumes, but my favorite scene was the taming of the wolf of Gubbio. To my young mind, the wolf in the fresco looked very much like my dogs from the internment camp, and I wanted to communicate with the street dogs as I had with the camp dogs. Indeed, I found that the street dogs learned their roles very quickly and happily, and always came back for more fun.

When I look back on that time in my life, I realize my childhood games were actually training for my future, when I would train my StarPets for roles in television and films. In fact, depicting each “scene” from the fresco was very much like working from a TV director’s storyboard—which I will teach you to do yourself with your own pets, in the following chapters.

As a young child in postwar Italy, however, I had no knowledge of television, of course, and had never seen a movie. But one day, my mother took me to a museum, which was showing a six-minute piece of film on a loop—running it continuously throughout the day for the museum visitors. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it was a piece of history—the first film ever made purely for entertainment.

Rescued by Rover was shot in 1905 by Britain’s legendary Cecil Hepworth (who also cast his own family in the film) and directed by Lewis Fitzhamon. A terrific Collie dog (named Rover, of course!) comes to the rescue of the family baby, who, despite the watchful attendance of the nanny, has been kidnapped by gypsies!

Entranced, I watched spellbound as the camera followed Rover’s derring-do detective work from the time of the abduction to the discovery of the gypsies’ hideaway and the tearful reunion of the baby with her family!

I watched Rescued by Rover over and over, until my poor mother’s patience wore thin and the museum closed its doors. But I wasn’t finished with the film. My new childhood game was “Rover.”

I endlessly cajoled my poor mother to take me to the museum every day for the run of the film. When the exhibit ended, I was bereft. I began to pester my mother to allow me to go into town with the other kids to see the Saturday matinees. Now I was hooked. Maybe I would find another Rover!

Eventually, my mother relented, and the exposure to movies awakened me to a world I’d never dreamed of. That little theater in postwar Italy didn’t have access to the modern American films, but that was just fine with me. I saw all the great early films of the silver screen: Laurel and Hardy, the Three Stooges, and all the Mack Sennett funfests, which included, of course, the famous Keystone Cops. But each time the camera’s aperture expanded to include animals my eyes really widened and my own horizons expanded: Chaplin’s A Dog’s Life, Larry Trimble’s Strongheart, Lee Duncan’s Rin Tin Tin, Our Gang (with Petey!), and all the animal antics of Mack Sennett’s irreverent repertoire! One day, years later, I would put together a reel of Sennett’s best moments from his movie menagerie for a fund-raiser to benefit service dogs, but at that point I’m not sure I even understood that the dogs were actors! These “reel” dogs had a very real hold on me. They were my pals, just like my street dogs, who were always there for me.

Twenty years later, I would be directing my own dogs in Italian movies.

My father found a great deal of work in Italy, indeed all over Europe. The ancient Romans had built a complex labyrinth of underground drainage tunnel systems. Their work was so ahead of its time that the system had remained in use even up through modern times. But nothing remains in good working order without upgrades, and Italy’s system required constant upgrading. Compounding the problem was the fact that the “landed gentry” had built massive estates and villas on thousands of acres of land over these tunnels. Because of this, my father would be called away all over the continent. Wherever the work took him, I had a new opportunity to acquire new skills that still guide me in my profession today.
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