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A 'two-person' act plays out every time Burnaby's Neale Bacon takes to the stage 

Nic Price, Burnaby Now 

Published: Saturday, November 15, 2008 

When Neale Bacon takes to the stage, he becomes two. 

The Burnaby ventriloquist breathes life into his chosen puppet, and the pair work together to get 
the laughs. 

"The puppet always gets the best lines," Bacon acknowledged. "One of the toughest things about 
doing a routine like that is, I have to react like I've never heard it before. 
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Hearing voices: Neale Bacon, a Burnaby ventriloquist, with Horton Hogg, the puppet star 
of his recent Halloween show. Bacon is seeing a surge in the popularity of his art, which 
dates back to the Middle Ages. 
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"The (vocal) skill you can learn, but the mindset that you are a little, two-person play up there is 
hard to learn." 

Bacon said he worked hard to create two believable characters on stage and would film himself 
practising, then watch it a number of times to improve the nuances. The aim is to make the 
puppet come to life, looking around and acting completely independently of the ventriloquist. 

"It's important that he doesn't just sit there looking dead until he says something," Bacon said. 

When it works and Bacon hears the laughter of the audience from the stage, he feels a special 
thrill. 

"There's nowhere on the planet that I'm more alive than when I'm on stage," he said. 



The full-time ventriloquist is enjoying the current spike in interest for the ancient art, sparked by 
high-profile ventriloquists such as Jeff Dunham and Terry Fator. 

In the Middle Ages, ventriloquism fascinated and scared people in equal measure. 

It was closely tied to mysticism, and practitioners had to be careful not to be burned at the stake. 

"Because people thought you were conjuring up spirits, ... they had weird ideas about what it 
was," Bacon said. 

"In past times, priests would convince people they were in tune with the dead because they 
wouldn't open their mouth but these voices would come out." 

In more recent times, ventriloquism has become a form of entertainment more closely tied to 
getting laughs than raising the dead. Bacon plays mostly private gigs such as company picnics, 
school shows and Christmas parties. 

Formerly a magician, Bacon sprinkles a little magic through a predominantly ventriloquist 
comedy routine. His most recent project is a Halloween safety show he performed in preschools. 
With a little help from his 'friends' - five animal puppets known as the Crazy Critters - Bacon 
covers topics such as how to trick-or-treat safely and how to carve a pumpkin safely. The star of 
the show is Horton Hogg, a talking hog whose name is spelled with a double 'g.' 

"He's very fussy about that," says Bacon. 

Castor le Bevair, a beaver from Quebec, Jay Jay the Redneck Bluebird, from the Deep South, 
and Randy the Reindeer (son of Rudolph with the red nose) have also been known to appear with 
Bacon. 

Seamus the Irish Dinosaur loves to tell stories but can't be fully trusted. 

"He claims he's the last dinosaur in Ireland, but he's also known to tell some tall tales," Bacon 
said. 

He often calls a member of the audience to the stage and uses them as a puppet. 

A new trick, and guarded trade secret, is a talking drawing board. 

"I have a drawing board on which I draw a picture of a pumpkin and the drawing actually comes 
to life and talks to the kids. Then I erase the drawing and it's gone," he said. 

As a five-year-old child, Bacon had his interest in ventriloquism kindled by the children's 
television show Pete's Place, hosted by ventriloquist Pete Ralston, which he watched every day. 

Bacon wrote in to the show, and his family was invited to go on set and watch it being filmed. 



Later, as a 13-year-old, he took a correspondence course in ventriloquism offered by a local 
minister, which gave him a good start. The rest he taught himself. Bacon said the hardest 
challenge was learning to make the sounds for b, p, f, v and m. 

"There are the five letters which are virtually impossible to say without moving your lips. There 
are little tips and tricks in the business for finding other ways to say those letters," he said. 

Attending a small school, Bacon said he couldn't fool around with his new skill too much, 
although he owns up to answering the roll call for others a few times. 

Straight out of high school, Bacon started performing, using a mix of magic and ventriloquism. 

He credits Ralston, his mentor, for the switch to a more ventriloquism-based show in recent 
years. 

Ralston asked Bacon how many magicians there were in Metro Vancouver. The answer was, 
more than 100. 

When Ralston asked Bacon how many ventriloquists there were, the answer was six. 

"He said it's something that's unique, that makes the show stand out. So a couple of years ago I 
switched," he said. 

"And actually I'm having much more fun with the show. I have much more fun making an 
audience laugh than trying to amaze them." 

After going part-time following the births of his children, Kevin and Christine, Bacon said he 
was preparing to get back into ventriloquism full-time. 

He said the current upswing in popularity of the art, boosted by the fame of Dunham and Fator, 
was fortunate. 

"My kids are now 25 and 21, and everything kind of aligned for me to go back full-time. And 
with the resurgence right now, this is the perfect time," he said. 

Dunham rode the popularity of his Comedy Central show to release two DVDs, both of which 
have sold more than a million copies. Bacon said he knew that ventriloquism was on a roll when 
he met children at his door for Halloween with a witch puppet. 

"Two years ago, the kids were running back to their parents saying, 'Look mommy, that man's 
got a puppet,'" he said. 

"The next year, they were running back saying, 'Look mommy, that man's a ventriloquist.' It's 
neat to see that excitement in kids again. It's good to see the art is coming back." 



Bacon, who collected a Gold award and People's Choice award from an international puppetry 
and ventriloquist convention held in Langley in 2000, now hopes he can harness the art's 
popularity and go on the fair circuit next season. 

He also hopes to play more at schools. 

The bond between ventriloquists led to Bacon going backstage to hang out with Dunham at a 
recent performance in Bellingham. 

While his parents still hope it is a stage he grows out of, Bacon is enjoying bringing the art to 
new people. He said multicultural crowds were fun, as many people had never seen a 
ventriloquist before. 

"It can take some explaining. I've had people ask me, 'Do the puppets have tape recorders in 
them?'" 

But Bacon's favourite crowd is made up of extended families where children's faces light up as 
they see puppets talk for the first time and grandparents come up to him afterwards to reminisce 
about past entertainers. He hopes he can help perpetuate the art. 

"I think you sow the seeds. That's how I got interested, watching it when I was young. I have a 
small book that I've written that I give out to some kids at my show. It's a very basic book of 
instructions of how to be a 'vent' and make your own puppet, etc.," he said. 

"For a few years, the entertainment on offer was pretty risqué. But I'm finding the pendulum is 
coming back and people want clean, fun entertainment that they can enjoy together. And that's 
what I'm looking to provide. I'm hoping to keep the art alive and bring back fun." 
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