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Wesley Bishop Takes Story to Screen
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ow does one persevere as a working screenwriter? “I have
no idea what I’m doing.” So says Southern Oregon resident Wesley Bishop, who has made his living writing for
the screen for two decades. The work-a-day screenwriter
is lost among headline making deals and splashy personalities, and Wes
Bishop has made neither headlines or been called on to craft Spielberg’s
latest opus, but he has endured as a successful screenwriter in a tough
business for 20 years and generated a fair amount of interest while
being looked upon fondly in creative circles.
For a while, Bishop moved in two professional artistic circles. His
first career was as a professional actor, after graduating with an MFA
in Theater and Playwriting from Catholic University and performing
with the Seattle Repertory Theater, South Coast Repertory Theater,
Cleveland Playhouse and two seasons with The Oregon Shakespearean
Festival. It was during one of those visits to the quaint hamlet of
Ashland, Oregon, where the Bard is so revered, that he and wife, Betsy,
found a spot they wanted to call home and raise children.
Before the move northward from southern California and while
between small roles in television and stage roles, Bishop began tinkering at the keyboard.
“Actors have a lot of time on their hands,” he recalls, “and I started
playing around with some ideas.” One of those ideas became Lonestar,
a story about Texas high school football and the high drama of this
Friday night religion. The script resonated and started generating interest. It landed Wes his first and only agent, Alan Gasmer. It also landed
him his first screenwriting job, writing a script about the NASCAR circuit. A group of investors were enamored of the sport and hired Bishop
to write a script that would become Silver Ride, which revolved around
the sport and was peopled by unique, almost eccentric characters.
Bishop slowly made the transition from acting to writing even
though the 80s and early 90s were a challenge as connections made
earlier seemed to dry up and he struggled to maintain a presence in
the business.
Relief came in 1992 when Bishop landed his first network hire
with the CBS television film, There Was a Little Boy, starring Cybil
Shepherd and John Heard. He worked for several more years for
CBS, Lifetime, Hallmark Channel and ABC, but he never forgot
hearing the words he’d written come out of actor’s mouths that very
first time.
“That was quite a feeling, watching that and hearing the words,” he
recalls, a smile creeping into his voice.
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“I’ve had the
advantage of running
into smart people in this
business, and the good
sense to listen to them.”

David Ledger
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After that first film for CBS, Bishop was on his way. For the first
time he was a working writer, supporting his wife and quickly growing
family of three kids.
Bishop has been fairly prolific over the past two decades. Aside
from the numerous projects he’s been involved with that either never
made it out of development (occupational hazard) or got canceled
before going before the lens, he’s authored A Child is Missing, starring
Henry Winkler, Dead By Sunset, based on Ann Rule’s book, A Brother’s
Promise: The Dan Jensen Story, Miracle on the 17th Green, based on a
true story about a man who joins the PGA tour later in life starring
Robert Urich, Christmas Shoes, and its follow-ups Christmas Blessing
and Christmas Hope, and On Thin Ice, starring Diane Keaton.
Most writers have rituals or ways of getting around procrastination.
Bishop says that he ‘lives and dies by the outline,’ especially after story
conferences map out the story in the development stage. “That helps
from being lazy…the hardest thing about being a writer.” As Lawrence
Kasdan says, ‘it’s like having homework every day of your life.’ Bishop
nods in agreement but is clear about his objective. “If I’m hired on
a project I try to do three to five pages a day, always shooting for
the higher number. I work best in the mornings and will usually do
rewrites in the evenings.”
“And,” he adds, “there’s always a great sense of relief in having
finished.”
On the heels of completing any script, there is a litmus test the
script must pass before it goes to anyone else: that of his wife, Betsy.
He implicitly trusts her storytelling sense.
“Even Craig Anderson, one of my producers with whom I’ve done
over 12 projects with (not to mention endless ideas that didn’t made it
to the script stage) and whose integrity and taste I trust implicitly will
ask when I give him a completed script, ‘Has Betsy read yet?’”
She has been his staunchest ally and supporter. “She told me early
on that if this is what I wanted to do, then do it, no matter how long
it takes. She’s a gift. I’m very blessed.”
There is one script—or book—that got away. Even though the
project was never produced, it turned out to be his best writing experience. He was offered the chance to adapt Pat Conroy’s masterpiece

Prince of Tides into a four hour mini-series. Because the book was one
of his favorites and resonated for him personally, Bishop was thrilled at
the opportunity and threw himself into the writing.
But once again, those pesky development gremlins interfered via
a regime change at ABC which stalled the project. Barbra Streisand
eventually acquired the rights, releasing her version in 1992. Bishop is
diplomatic in his assessment of the film, remarking how thankful he
was to have the chance to dive into Conroy’s material because it’s such
“an extraordinary book.”
With two decades of work under his belt, Bishop is still hunched
over the keyboard, battling the minions of procrastination and turning
out scripts. He’s spending more time these days writing spec features
but also keeping his hand in television. A recent project, Field of Vision
starring Faith Ford, was recently shown on NBC.
“I’ve had the advantage of running into smart people in this business, and the good sense to listen to them. Writing is hard work. But
with it comes much satisfaction. And it’s a double blessing when the
story works and people are touched.”
Spoken like a man gifted with bringing words together—the first,
and arguably most important aspect of launching any film. In trading
the stage for the page, Wes Bishop’s career illustrates that a humble,
craftsman-like approach, marked by giving the best of one’s ability without fanfare, brings forth a fruitful career. Bishop sculpts something from
nothing and unearths that which matters most to a writer...story.
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