Diary of a Pet Chef

ABC TV's "The Pet Show" Chronicles

bolted on the wing out of the commercial kitchen where our crew of five

were shooting Critter Cuisine segments on a hot January day for the new
ABC TV series, ‘The PetShow’. We were shocked as he flew around the house
at speed and couldn’t stop him as he headed straight for the
picture window, which he hit head on with a
sickening ‘Thud’ and a tumble to the
ground. Jackson was on the verge of
unconsciousness when he tried to fly again
and this time hit another window but only
barely, hanging onto the sill by his beak. He
was stunned senseless. So were we, as he
was rushed to his trailer to recover.

We knew we were in trouble when Jackson, the large green Eclectus parrot,

It had all started in early November with a
phone call from researchers in Perth of a new
national ABC show that was geared at an
upper demographic, pet lifestyle lovers and
families in the 6:30 timeslot, just before the
news on Tuesday nights for 37 weeks starting in
March. They were looking at creating a segment
on cooking for pets, Googled the net, had seen
Urban Animal’s Cuisine de Critters and wanted to
get all of our back copies.

After a few discussions and a bit of banter, the
Perth based producers suggested shooting a three
minute segment centering on one recipe with a
home video camera at our house. Shooting through
the banisters of a stairway overlooking our kitchen,
we were no Spielbergs. It turned into a hilarious
blooper tape and tour-de-farce when Jackson flew
into the scene and cracked up Lisa and myself. But it
also took the edge off of our ‘audition’ and he snapped
up his treat on cue as the dogs circled me while I fixed
up their homegrown dog biscuits. Needless to say, the
animals were the talent and I played the straight man.
And it’s the pet talent that probably landed us the show.

In the following weeks, discussions took place about con-
cepts, recipes, presentation, copyrights, formats and before
you know it, The Pet Chef segment had been slotted into each program and with a
working title of Critter Cuisine, it was time for the lawyers to take over. What start-
ed as a fun idea had evolved into a 19-page contract and a few volleys back and
forth over the terms as a small cadre of production crew started to plan shooting
schedules, crewing, locations and recipes.

Ideas came and went. We couldn’t use our kitchen for cooking segments because it
was too small and angular. But we could use the dining area for non-cooked treat
segments. Lisa’s bright idea of me getting a puffy white mushroom shaped chef’s
hat and attaching two long brown floppy cloth dog ears to it was met enthusiasti-
cally by the producers and researchers but nixed by me. After all, once exposed on
TV, shopping at the supermarket would become a different experience and I didn’t
need the ridicule from kids, “Mummy Mummy! Look it’s that fat, bald Pet Chef with
the furry dog ears!” It was on par with having floppy dice and a bobbing bubble-
head Chihuahua doll in the back window of my car.

Word of the show got out in early December when ABC issued a press release:
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there I was, part
of the team, and in vintage
trademark Hawaiian shirts, probably the most

ridiculous looking one. Especially at my size which
at least shows off the patterns better than a thin
guy. But as my favourite Hawaiian celebrity cook
warns, “Never trust a skinny chef!”

Aside from the vast amount of preparation need-
ed in terms of nutrition, dietary and cooking
information, then food procurement, utensil roundup
and animal wrangling, there’s also the picky little details of personal
grooming-not the pets, but me! I'm too old for pimples and blemishes or even hick-
ies, but need to mow down those hooty-owl eyebrows, make sure nose hairs and ear
hairs are trimmed and nails are clipped for the camera. There’s no makeup lady or
toady personal assistant.

If you have visions of luxury limos, a row of air conditioned trailers next to the set,
caterers on call, assistants to deal with our every whim and groupies for both
human and animal talent, this is the ABC. My contract does not allow me to divulge
any of the terms nor really anything about the show, so suffice to say, my parrots
retirement plan is not exactly getting topped up like they would be if TVs Dr Harry
or Don Bourke were my partners. Then again, maybe not.

And if you think we are going to get an incredible amount of exposure for the
magazine on the show, I can assure you that the ABC standards are so strict, we
couldn’t wear a t-shirt, have a copy casually out on the table or make any other
commercial tie-in with the show. Which is fine by us as the ABC’s non-commercial
stance means the show will be as intelligent and unadvertorial as our magazine has
been since its inception. If it was on a commercial network, I can assure you there
would be logos everywhere and some recipes might be meat loaf made with PAL!
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Cover all of your bases with NEW FLEATROL PLUS

Adulticide and IGR spray

Fleatrol Plus is the only product in Australia to use two active ingredients that stops adult fleas AND
immature life stages of the flea, both on the dog/cat AND also in the pets environment in the home.
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But we are having a lot of fun doing this. The day before shooting, we have to shop
for all ingredients for the four recipes a shoot and in some cases, we have to have
double the amounts because we may have to reshoot from different angles or if
there is a problem. Like if I burn the Horse Muffins because the human crew are
packing in takeaway curry for the lunch break.

Then it’s a matter of lining up all of the cookware, knives, appliances, bowl, meas-
uring cups and spoons and implements, double checking them against the recipes
before heading for bed early so as not to look too grim when shooting commences
the next morning for a full day.

First day, it’s in our house for the non-cooking recipes-Pupsicle frozen dog treat,
Trilling Tortilla bird wrap, Pussy Pate stinky liver and tuna balls, and a version of
Bones And Raw Food that set the food processor doing a dance across the table as
we all cracked up. I had mistakenly thought our home food processor could handle
the addition of chicken necks when in fact, all it could do was chicken mince.
Change the recipe, reshoot the scene and note, ‘Necks to be served on the side.’

Our biggest problem is the heat. It's one of the hottest days in Sydney and our area
is not air conditioned nor could we have the fans on with camera rolling. While we
had two fans roaring in between shots, and towels mopping the brow just before we
hit ‘Roll em!’, it’s still a bit sticky. But the Pupsicles prove to be a cool treat for the
dogs when we shoot them and I force my producer Anna to eat one since all of our
cooking uses human grade ingredients. She has two and the crew look on in hilarity.

We end up doing five segments that day including one on Disasterproofing Your Pet
which came about from the article in this magazine that we had proposed. End of
day, it’s a wrap as they say and Jackson makes a perfect shot with the Trilling
Tortilla in claw using hefty beak action.

A week later and it’s only two days past New Years, we’ve shopped for the cooking
segments which are Dog Soup, Sweet Potato Parrot Mini-Muffins, Kitty Kookies and
the newly discovered Horse Muffins-which I had mentioned to producer/director Anna
the day before, not knowing that Anna’s mum has horses. Anna got excited about the
muffins and begged for a horse recipe amidst the treats for dogs, cat and birds. Sure
why not... we need to cater to pets of all persuasions. Anna also insisted on it because
her mother has a horse to test it out. Little did we know at the start of shoot as we
loaded in Lilly the Dali and Jacko the Eccy, that the empty containers in the hall of

the commercial kitchen were for Producer’s Take Away. After all, they had paid for the

ingredients and had the bucket ready for Mum’s dogs to sample the soup.

Another hot day and no air-conditioning so we had to assemble a newly purchased
fan and have one sent from the office along with the pre-cooked demo dog biscuits
and special bowl. But there’s one problem. The house cat. She’s loud, hissing, spit-
ting and cranky enough to scare the dog and bird. So she’s relegated to the back
laundry during shooting and I think in revenge, ignores my Kitty Kookies when
offered them on camera. Cats--can’t live with 'em, can’t shoot 'em!

After another stellar performance of Jacko slaving over the prep work for Dog Soup
and an equally well mannered and camera greedy Lilly doing tricks for treats, we
settle down for lunch with the resident housesitter who has been watching the pro-
ceedings with bemusement, falling in love with Lilly and calling his daughter to
come over and watch the shoot. No autographs.

But lunch turns tragic as the uncaged and suddenly spooked Jackson shoots out
from Lisa’s grasp, flies through the house and heads for the backyard. The good
news was the back sliding glass doors were closed. The bad news is that Jacko had
what appeared to be four door options to aim for outside, not knowing they were
glass. And the result was a thud, a fall and a dazed parrot for a while-fortunately
having a thick skull and big beak to soften the impact.

Once we determined he was shaken but stirred from his daze, we kept him quiet,
hoping to bring out for the completion of the parrot muffin sequence. We also made
a note to procure large sticker-like bird shaped decals that cling to the inside of
windows by static and prevents birds from ploughing into them. Also in the panic,
we forgot which of five Hawaiian shirts (one for each segment) we had for the par-
rot muffins, forcing us to go back to the footage to find out. Memo: put a piece of
paper in each pocket to identify segment. Tick!

To take a break in the proceedings before we finished the Horse Muffins-which the
recipe called for brown sugar coating but we eliminated to protect from tooth decay
that equines are prone to-we did two segments on pet cookbooks of all types and
also the more outrageous pet magazines that have come into vogue, or dogue as the
case might be. I heard from Anna later that the horse muffins went down a treat
with her mum’s horse-Snuggles, who got mad when he had to share them with her
dad’s horse Christopherson.

Finally, Jackson and Lilly took their final bows, the cat typically shunned us and it was
time to wrap up gear, divvy up the food and force the crew to try the Sweet Potato
Parrot Muffins which were laced with chili peppers. To their credit, they consumed the
samples and took home the leftovers of other recipes to their cat, dog or horse.

(Postscript) A week prior to going to print, we were notified by the ABC that they
anticipated this to be a big hit and wanted four years instead of the one they had
contracted for and also international rights which they had agreed previously were
not a part of the deal. How exciting! Then the day before we went to print they
tried to offer us a few pennies more a day to sign away our rights to the ABC here
and overseas for years.

Unfortunately, they were not going to pay residuals nor share any income from over-
seas sales and wanted us to amend the deal to their benefit and our detriment. So
after shooting 14 segments, we decided it was best not to knuckle under to a last
minute attempt at savaging our rights and we agreed with them that it was best for
them to find another pet chef. The good news is that our time is freed up and we
won’t kick ourselves for a few years over getting screwed by the ABC. The bad news
is... well actually, there is no bad news-but it certainly made for an interesting few
weeks and couple of pages!
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