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INTRODUCTION: THE KING OF CARTOONS


In December 2013 – as part of the launch of the new films Saving Mr Banks (2013), which chronicled the struggle of Walt Disney to make Mary Poppins (1964), and the new animated feature film, Frozen (2013) – the Disney studio threw a party celebrating nine decades of animation. The event took place at the appropriately named Legends Plaza, located on the Burbank studio lot in Los Angeles. At the gathering were some of the remaining Disney legends of animation who had worked for the pioneering studio from its earliest days.


Attending that day were 103-year-old Ruthie Thompson, an ‘inker’ who’d worked at Disney for forty years; 100-year-old Milton Quon, an artist who’d contributed to Fantasia (1940) and Dumbo (1941); and (the youngster among them) seventy-eight-year-old Burnett ‘Burny’ Mattinson, who’d shortly before celebrated his sixtieth year working for Disney and was the last person then working at the studio who had worked personally with Walt Disney. It’s clear to see why Disney studio executives felt they couldn’t wait another decade to celebrate the studio’s centenary of animation, as it was unlikely there’d be anyone still around from the earliest days to participate.


The cocktail reception was hosted by Disney’s Chairman and Chief Executive Officer Bob Iger and its Chief Creative Officer John Lasseter, the men who’d been in charge of the company since 2006. Iger had climbed to the top of the corporate ladder at Disney after his time at ABC television, and was seen as a new hope for the ever-expanding business after the twenty years of growth and turbulence under previous head, Michael Eisner. Lasseter was an ex-Disney animator who’d left the studio in the mid-1980s, sensing a downturn in its creative output, and keen to explore new avenues for animation that Disney was more or less ignoring. With Apple’s Steve Jobs, he’d gone on to launch Pixar, dominate the world of computer-generated animated movies with the Toy Story series (released through Disney) and others, and eventually lead a reverse creative takeover of the Disney studio when it bought Pixar in 2006.


These two men – one in charge of finance and business, the other the creative driving force behind the studio’s movies – uncannily echoed the founding figures of the studio they now led: the brothers Walt and Roy Disney. Roy was the older brother, the one who ran the business side and found the finance to pay for his younger sibling’s creative schemes. Walt Disney was the dreamer, the founder of the Disney studio and the creative driving force not only behind a stream of groundbreaking hit animated movies such as Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), Pinocchio (1940) and Dumbo (1941), but also much-loved television series, a collection of real-world theme parks and a host of technological developments.


The Disney studio was established in 1923 when Walt arrived in Los Angeles and began to build an empire. He’d left behind him in Kansas City a bankrupt company and a group of friends and colleagues who’d helped him learn the basics of cinema animation – some of them would eventually join him in Los Angeles at the new studio. Walt arrived in Hollywood, the American home of movies, with little more than $40 in his pocket and an unfinished cartoon film in his shabby suitcase. There was one person already in town he knew could help him realize his dreams: his older brother Roy, who’d relocated to California to recover from tuberculosis. Over the next four decades, Roy would be Walt’s secret weapon, repeatedly finding sources of finance for his little brother’s latest scheme, whether it be a full-length animated feature film, a brand new studio complex or a unique idea in movie-based theme parks.


From the creation of such enduring cartoon characters as Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, Pluto and Goofy, through a series of animated fairy-tale feature films (including Cinderella, 1950, and Sleeping Beauty, 1959), trend-setting wildlife documentaries in the True-Life Adventures series, to live-action filmmaking that stretches from 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea (1954) to Mary Poppins (1964), from Swiss Family Robinson (1960) to The Incredible Journey (1963), Walt Disney masterminded a new form of family entertainment.


From the Depression of the 1930s, that gave birth to the Mickey Mouse craze, to wartime propaganda, such as Der Fuehrer’s Face (1943), in which Donald Duck satirizes Hitler, Walt was a representative of the American character. However, a 1941 animators’ strike at his studio saw him develop an obsession with communists infiltrating his company and possibly led to him becoming an informer for the FBI in the 1950s. The decade of conformity saw his studio contribute heavily to mass media depictions of the perfect family life. Through his animated films, live-action features and television persona as friendly ‘Uncle Walt’, Walt Disney came to epitomize a certain innocent, family-friendly form of entertainment. At the same time, his company was accused of appropriating other countries’ folklore and fairy tales and putting them through an American filter to produce homogenized entertainment that appealed to the lowest common denominator in audiences.


Very little of what went out under the Disney banner was actually created by Walt – even the origins of the symbol of the Disney studio, Mickey Mouse, and the graphic of the distinctive ‘Walt Disney’ signature are disputed. Walt Disney was an indifferent artist, a poor communicator and a barely competent animator, as shown by the earliest silent works that he did create almost entirely alone. He became a figurehead for the creative work of others – the ‘story men’, artists, animators and creators who toiled under the Disney name. Walt was involved in originating many of the original Disney projects, and heavily involved himself in story-development sessions before the war, but the bulk of the creativity that made up the output of the Disney studio came from others. Despite that, ‘Disney’ became a powerful brand name, especially for a certain type of entertainment.


Walt Disney hated to repeat himself – once he’d mastered or created something that had never been done before, he wanted to move on to something new. After the first feature-length American animated movie, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Walt all but lost interest in his company’s animated feature films. During the war he devoted himself to training and propaganda films, pioneering a new form of campaigning movie with the polemical Victory Through Air Power (1943). After the war, his creative energies were poured into television, with the launches of the television shows Disneyland (1954–2008, under various titles) and The Mickey Mouse Club (1955–9, during its first run). Then came developments in animatronic technology and theme parks that dominated Walt’s final years, until his death aged sixty-five in December 1966.


Following Disney’s death, the Disney studio faced several challenges. Those left in charge struggled to maintain the same level of quality output without Walt’s ‘magic touch’. After fifteen years of decline and the exodus of a group of unhappy animators led by Don Bluth, Walt’s nephew Roy E. Disney championed change at the studio, bringing in experienced studio executives Michael Eisner, Jeffrey Katzenberg and Frank Wells. Together, and with Roy Disney in charge of animation, they revitalized and expanded the Disney studio, resulting in the ‘Disney renaissance’ in movies such as The Little Mermaid (1989), Beauty and the Beast (1991) and The Lion King (1994).


However, all was not well behind the scenes with a series of personality clashes resulting in Katzenberg’s departure, the threat of hostile takeovers and plans to split the company up, and the return of the crusading Roy E. Disney – this time to save his uncle’s company from the man he’d put in charge, Michael Eisner. In 2005–6, Disney was saved once more with the arrival of Bob Iger and Pixar’s John Lasseter as the latest knights in white armour.


This book is a chronicle of the life and times of Walt Disney. It’s not simply a biography of the man who created Mickey Mouse: it is also a history of the company that bore his name and the cultural products – films, television, theme parks and technology – it created. Inevitably, Walt Disney himself dominates the first two-thirds, and the book has a strong focus on Disney’s animated films, as they are the studio’s defining achievements. Think Disney, and it’s animated movies that come to mind.


However, the Disney studio continued long after Walt himself was gone, through tough times and prosperous times. It has been expanded hugely to become one of the biggest multimedia entertainment corporations of the twenty-first century. This process began with Eisner and Katzenberg, but it kicked into a higher gear with the arrival of Bob Iger. In recent years, the Disney behemoth has swallowed up not only Jim Henson’s Muppets, but Marvel comics and Lucasfilm’s Star Wars franchise as well. Each of these companies comes with countless unique characters to be exploited in movies and tie-in merchandise for decades to come, ensuring that the studio Walt Disney built will continue to thrive. There’s plenty of life left yet in what Hollywood trade paper Variety dubbed the ‘Mouse House’.


At that celebration of ninety years of Disney animation, John Lasseter said: ‘There is something special and unique about the kind of entertainment that Walt Disney created that no one has ever been able to reproduce – that warmth he puts in your heart . . . the humour, the beauty. It’s why I chose this life’s work and why all the artists here at Disney chose it. At one point, Walt Disney touched all our lives.’


A Brief History of Walt Disney explores the man, the films he created and the company he built, with a special emphasis on animation. After all, as Bob Iger said at that same celebration: ‘Animation really has been the heart and the soul of this company.’





PART ONE: BUILDING THE ‘MOUSE HOUSE’
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FROM CHICAGO TO HOLLYWOOD


[Marceline, Missouri] must have made a deep impression on me. I can clearly remember every detail. Those were the happiest days of my life. Maybe that’s why I go for country cartoons . . .


Walt Disney, Family Circle, 24 June 1938


The roots of the success of Walt Disney and the company that he built (and named after himself) are to be found in his rural childhood, his love of fairy tales and fables, and his early business failure in the new world of film animation. His first twenty years laid down much of the character that he would later display, both privately in his creative roles and publicly as the man who became known universally – thanks to television – as ‘Uncle Walt’.


The twentieth century had just begun when the man who would do much to shape and influence the entertainment that defined that century was born. Walter Elias Disney – known to everyone as Walt – was born on 5 December 1901 in Chicago, Illinois. His work, and that of those he employed in developing the art form of animation, would make its mark on the history of cinema. Moving pictures themselves were barely twenty years old at the time of Disney’s birth. The first practical motion-picture cameras had been invented in the late 1880s, just shortly after Walt’s pious father, Elias Disney, had arrived in the United States from Canada.


Disney’s great-grandfather, Arundel Elias Disney, had been born in Gowran, County Kilkenny, Ireland, a full century earlier in 1801. He claimed ancestry back to Frenchman Robert D’Isigny of D’Isigny-sur-Mer on the coast of Normandy, who had travelled to England with William the Conqueror in 1066, although later researchers could find no definite family connections going back that far. The D’Isigny family name was soon anglicized to ‘Disney’, and became the name of their village of Norton Disney, south of the city of Lincoln. The family branched out to Ireland and then, with the emigration of Arundel and his brother Robert and their families, to the United States. They arrived in New York on 3 October 1834 and went their separate ways, with Robert heading to the Midwest to take up farming and Arundel heading north to the Goderich township in Ontario, Canada.


The North American gold rush of the late 1800s brought Arundel’s son Kepple Disney and his grandson Elias Disney (the oldest of Kepple’s eleven children) back to the United States, heading for the California gold fields. En route, convinced that land was perhaps a more sound investment than panning for gold, Kepple bought 200 acres of Union Pacific Railroad land near Ellis, Kansas, and established a farm. Farm life didn’t suit young Elias and he spent some time working on the railroad, before returning to the Kansas family farm thanks to the attractive charms of their near neighbour, Flora Call.


Flora’s family, of Scottish and English descent, had also pursued the riches promised by the gold rush, only – like the Disneys – to end up as Kansas farmers and landowners, a much more reliable lifestyle. Neither family liked the Kansas weather, however, so the Disney and the Call families moved together to Florida in 1884, where Elias bought a forty-acre farm and Flora became a schoolteacher. The pair finally married on New Year’s Day in 1888 at Flora’s parents’ home in Acron, Florida (just forty miles from the eventual site of the Walt Disney World Resort). Elias Disney was twenty-eight and Flora Call was just nineteen.


By 1890 Elias and Flora had moved once again, to Chicago, where his brother Robert now lived. It was there, three weeks before Christmas, that Walt Disney was born, joining his three older brothers, Herbert (b. 1888), Raymond (b. 1890) and Roy (b. 1893). One longstanding fabrication had Walt Disney adopted by Elias and Flora, as he was supposedly really the son of a Spanish nobleman and a washerwoman, and had been born in Mojacar, southeast Spain. The absence of a birth certificate (there was only a baptismal certificate dated 8 June 1902 for Walt) helped to fuel such rumours, which were traced to a false story in a 1940 Spanish movie magazine, Primer Plano (although this didn’t stop the fanciful tale forming the basis of at least one Walt Disney biography, Hollywood’s Dark Prince, in 1993).


Although a successful housebuilder (he’d also constructed a church in Chicago in 1898), Elias Disney took a dislike to city life in Chicago and decided he would prefer his family to live in the kind of rural environment in which he’d first met Flora. In 1906, when Walt was just four years old, the Disney family were on the move again, this time to Marceline, Missouri, where Elias’s ever-supportive brother Robert had already bought some farmland.


Walt Disney’s earliest childhood memories were not of city life in Chicago, but of the countryside of Missouri, and they would help shape his future creative life. The charms of the traditional Marceline main street would remain with him his entire life (and would form the basis for the romanticized Main Street of the Disneyland parks), as would his happy memories of life on the family farm. It was there he first developed his artistic skills, taking up drawing as a hobby, with a horse named Rupert that belonged to a local retired doctor a favourite illustration subject for the young Disney. At the age of seven, young Walt was selling his sketches and drawings to neighbours. He started school that same year, having been held back by his parents until his younger sister Ruth (b. 1903) was old enough to attend with him. He’d rather spend his time drawing pictures of animals and nature – things he was close to around the farm – than doing his school work, where his grades were little better than fair.


Young Walt also became obsessed with the railroad and trains, as the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway ran right through Marceline and came close to the Disney family property. Walt liked nothing better than to put his ear to the thrumming railroad tracks, listening for the telltale signs of distant approaching trains. Trains and the railroad would become another lifelong obsession for him.


The trains were left behind when the Disney family moved 120 miles to Kansas City in 1911, this time because life on the farm was much tougher after the two elder Disney boys, Herbert and Raymond, fled their domineering father to move to Chicago. Although he thought of his time on the farm as the best years of his life, Walt was largely unaware of the hardscrabble existence endured by his devout parents and older brothers. Young Walt was terribly upset when the farm animals were auctioned off to nearby neighbours and other farmers as the property was sold off.


Settled in Kansas City, Walt, now aged ten, attended Benton Grammar School. He was closest to his younger sister Ruth, as Roy – his nearest brother in age – was eight years older than him, quite a significant gap for a child. The big city was something of a shock to the artistically minded boy after his carefree life in the country, surrounded by open fields and plenty of animals and wildlife. The noise of city life, the huge multistorey buildings (skyscrapers were just then beginning to go up) and the fast-moving automobiles were completely counter to the slower-paced life he’d known. However, the city could be equally exciting, too. He and Roy toured its streets delivering newspapers in all weathers after their father won a contract to deliver the morning Times and evening and Sunday Star newspapers to 700 local subscribers. That unpaid job (their father kept the income, arguing the brothers’ board and lodging was their reward) and school would keep Walt Disney very busy for the next six years.


Walt’s school grades improved little in Kansas City, although he read widely – Walter Scott, Charles Dickens and the adventure stories of Robert Louis Stevenson were his favourites (he’d later make movies from several Stevenson stories), alongside the fairy tales he’d grown up with. His drawing skills developed, especially his caricatures of local neighbourhood figures. His brother Roy also finally fled their father’s tyranny in 1912, leaving Walt to carry the remaining burden of the newspaper round alone and as the only remaining target of his father’s regular wrath. However, Walt had a new school friend, Walter Pfeiffer, and new interests in vaudeville theatre and movies to keep him occupied and away from the fractious family home.


The Pfeiffer family were theatre fans and Walt found their musical, laughter-filled house to be more hospitable than his own rather more austere home life. His visits to the movies and to see vaudeville shows in the company of Walter Pfeiffer had to be undertaken on the sly, as Elias Disney considered such things frivolous. Together the boys imitated the comics they saw, often through the city streets when Pfeiffer accompanied Walt on his newspaper rounds. They began developing their own routines, performing at school and eventually playing in amateur nights at their local theatre. Unfortunately, Walt had the bad luck to be performing on the same night his parents made a rare visit to the theatre, where they were rather startled to see their own son cavorting on stage.


Walt enjoyed entertaining, although he was not a confident performer. He preferred his cartooning, but he also loved watching Charlie Chaplin shorts at the local movie house. He took additional art classes at the Kansas City Art Institute and took his sister Ruth on trips to Electric Park, a huge amusement park near their home that would influence the eventual design of Disneyland.


Walt Disney graduated from school on 8 June 1917 and stayed behind for the summer in Kansas City to help pass on the newspaper route to new owners when his father took his mother to Chicago in pursuit of a new business opportunity. Elias Disney invested $16,000 ($20 of which belonged to Walt) in the O-Zell jelly factory and became the head of plant construction – he’d been investing in the company since 1912. Now aged fifteen, Walt took a summer job on the railroad selling sodas and snacks on the trains, a role known as a ‘news butcher’. He’d claimed he was sixteen in order to secure the position, and his faithful older brother Roy vouched for him.


By that fall, Walt was reluctantly again living with his parents in Chicago, attending McKinley High School during the day and taking night classes three times a week at the Chicago Art Institute. He practised his cartooning for the school newspaper, the Voice, often choosing to illustrate topics associated with the First World War, then entering its closing stages. He did odd jobs in his father’s jelly factory, or as a security guard, or collecting and delivering mail for the post office. In the summer of 1918, Walt tried to join his older brothers who’d already enlisted in the military, but was turned away as he was still underage.


After failing to get into the Army, his school friend Russell Maas suggested he and Walt try to get into the voluntary American Ambulance Corps, part of the Red Cross. This time, Walt upped his age to seventeen so he would bypass the age restrictions, altering his birth date on the paperwork to ‘1900’. Walt spent time in the motor pool in Chicago, learning how to drive and repair vehicles, but then had to take some time out in order to recover from a bout of the 1918 influenza epidemic (Walt was lucky; Chicagoans – in common with many worldwide – were dying in their hundreds). Armistice was declared on 11 November, bringing the war to an end, but a week later, on November 18, Walt Disney shipped out to France to spend a year as an ambulance driver. The war was over, but there was plenty of adventure and incident to keep a young man occupied in post-war Paris. It was there that he took up smoking with a vengeance, a habit that was to give him serious health problems later in life.


The city was devastated and there was much to be done. Walt’s role as a driver involved shipping supplies across the war-torn urban environment, as well as occasionally driving military officers back and forth to important meetings. He turned seventeen that December, but it was a subdued birthday in a bleak and cold city. He kept up his cartooning, further refining his skills, and sent drawings to publications in the States, but all were rejected. He made money selling caricatures to soldiers who mailed them home and by taking part in card games, mailing any proceeds to his family. Over the following months, life for Parisians began to return to something resembling normality and there was eventually no further requirement for the Red Cross ambulances. In September 1919 the American units left France, and the American Ambulance Corps was soon disbanded. During his year in France Walt Disney had gained a new maturity and he knew upon his return to the United States it would be time for him to find a proper profession.


Whatever he would do for a living, Walt was adamant he wouldn’t work alongside his father in the Chicago O-Zell factory. To his father’s disdain, Walt announced he wanted to be an actor or an artist, despite warnings that he’d never make an adequate living either way. One thing he knew for sure: his future wasn’t in Chicago. Walt moved back to Kansas City once more, taking up residence with his older brother Roy, with whom he was able to share war stories. Hopes of becoming a cartoonist for a Kansas City newspaper, however, were quickly dashed as no one was hiring.


He heard of a vacancy at a commercial art agency, quickly applied, and soon found himself working as an apprentice at the Pesmen-Rubin Commercial Art Studio, which serviced the Gray Advertising Company. For $50 per month, he designed print ads for farm supply companies, local farm produce retailers and – his favourite job – the Newman Theatre weekly programme booklet. It was at Pesmen-Rubin that Walt Disney met a young Dutch artist who would help him on the road to fulfil his artistic ambitions.


Ub Iwerks (his proper full Dutch name was Ubbe Eert Iwwerks) was the same age as Walt and had been at Pesmen-Rubin for just a month. The pair bonded over their work on newspaper advertisements, catalogue illustrations and Christmas-themed promotions. Iwerks would later repeatedly relate an anecdote in which he claimed that Walt would spend his lunch hours practising his own signature – it was even suggested in some quarters that Walt’s distinctive graphic signature used as the Disney company logo had been ‘created’ for him by Iwerks. Once the crush of holiday deadlines passed, however, they were both let go after just six weeks. Walt fell back on a previous temporary job at the post office and began delivering mail, his artistic ambitions set back again.


Walt and Ub decided to go into business for themselves as commercial artists, establishing the Iwerks-Disney Commercial Artists company (they’d tried the names the other way around, Disney-Iwerks, but Walt thought it sounded too much like an opticians) using some of Walt’s money from his gambling winnings in France. Disney was the salesman and illustrator, responsible for getting the pair work, while the quieter Ub illustrated and did the lettering on ads. Their first month’s work netted them $135, more than they’d been getting at Pesmen-Rubin. Their clients included the Leather Workers Journal, an oil well sales firm and the National Restaurant Association. However, that was also their last month’s income as in January 1920 the pair saw an ad for a cartoonist at the Kansas Slide Company. They both agreed Walt should apply. He got the job, at $40 per week, and Ub soldiered on with Iwerks-Disney alone. He was no salesman, though, and the business stalled. By March 1920, Ub had joined Walt at the now renamed Kansas City Film Ad Company where they produced illustrations for minute-long advertising films that played in cinemas.


Animation was as old as cinema itself. From seventeenth-century magic lanterns through Victorian gadgets such as the Zoetrope and Praxinoscope that projected limited moving images, artists had tried to represent the world on screens through moving drawings. Traditional hand-drawn animation developed in the early years of the twentieth century, with J. Stuart Blackton – in The Enchanted Drawing (1900), Humorous Phases of Funny Faces (1906) and The Haunted Hotel (1907) – and Émile Cohl – with Fantasmagorie, Le Cauchemar de Fantoche and Un Drame Chez les Fantoches (all 1908) – producing moving images from their artwork. Early frame-by-frame animated films included distinctive works by newspaper cartoonist Winsor McCay, such as Little Nemo (1911), Gertie the Dinosaur (1914) and The Sinking of the Lusitania (1918), many originally presented as part of his touring vaudeville routines.


Cel animation – in which each individual drawing was photographed from a clear animation cel (short for celluloid, the plastic material used for this and as the basis for film itself), rather than involving cut-out paper figures – quickly became the industry standard method of production. Soon animators began to create film series built around specific characters, the most popular of which was Pat Sullivan/Otto Mesmer’s Felix the Cat, who debuted in 1919. That same year, Max Fleischer launched Koko the Clown in his ‘Out of the Inkwell’ series and in 1921 Paul Terry debuted his Terrytoon Aesop’s Fables. Such short animated films quickly became an established part of any cinema theatre’s programme and remained so into the early 1920s.


Animation was something new for Walt Disney. Although the work produced at the Kansas City Film Ad Company was basic, Walt could see the potential. The short ads were made quickly using cut-out paper figures that were crudely animated one frame at a time. Intrigued by the possibilities, Walt set out to learn all he could about how cartoons were made. To discover more about the practicalities of producing animated short films, Walt had to teach himself the basics. He was aware that the shorts he saw at the cinema coming out of New York were far more realistic and smoothly animated than the cruder material he was working on. He borrowed books from the local library – including human and animal motion studies by Eadweard Muybridge and Edwin George Lutz’s Animated Cartoons: How They Are Made, Their Origin and Development (1920) – to see how he could make his own work look more like the Koko the Clown and Mutt & Jeff cartoons unspooling at local cinemas. Having discovered cel animation, Walt introduced the idea to his boss at the Kansas City Film Ad Company, A. V. Cauger, who was impressed, but unwilling to change his techniques. The tyro animator rewrote the ad copy he was supplied, adding jokes and coming up with catchier sales lines than the company’s best copywriters. Walt also acted in some of the company’s live-action ads, playing salesmen and customers, anything the script required.


Walt Disney was earning and learning, borrowing an animation camera from work to practise his new craft long into the night. Early in 1921, practical experiments with the borrowed camera taught him a lot. Such experimentation allowed him to develop the best lighting and animation techniques to make his cartoon-style illustrations look good on screen. He made his own cartoon about a hot button local issue: the poor repair of Kansas City streets. Cartoon-style drivers were depicted getting into all sorts of scrapes thanks to potholes in the roads. Walt took the finished 300-foot cartoon to the Newman Theatre Company, a local business that owned three cinemas in the area (he’d worked on their programme book while engaged at Pesmen-Rubin).


Manager Milton Feld was impressed by Walt’s work. He said he could use a new one every week and asked the young animator how much he charged. Never the best businessman, Walt guessed that thirty cents per foot of film would cover his costs, only realizing afterwards that he’d not allowed for any profit. He continued working during the day making animated ads, but at night he’d toil in a makeshift animation studio in his brother Roy’s garage. Feld suggested special topics for films, whether political satire or seasonal such as Christmas, and Walt was only too happy to oblige. He called the cartoons Laugh-O-Grams.


During 1921, Walt Disney produced around a dozen Laugh-O-Gram shorts for Milton Feld – they’re all lost now, apart from the first. Theatre owner Frank Newman appended his own name to the films, exhibiting them as ‘Newman’s Laugh-O-Grams’. Walt’s demonstration effort depicts the hand of the artist drawing characters that then come to life on screen. He’d lifted this idea from Max Fleischer who used it in his ‘Out of the Inkwell’ cartoons, but Disney couldn’t figure out how to animate his own hand, which he couldn’t even fit under the camera mounting, so he used a photographic cut-out, as had been the method of animation at the Kansas City Film Ad Company.


The only surviving example of a Newman’s Laugh-O-Gram opens with the young Walt Disney working at his animator’s desk. Topical humour mixed with adverts was the order of the day, with the short reel made up of illustrations and cartoons commenting on politics, crime, ladies’ fashions, transport in Kansas City and – under the headline ‘spring clean up’ – police corruption. The success of the shorts made a minor local celebrity of Walt Disney, but he had ambitions beyond this rather basic work.


Walt suggested to his boss at the Kansas City Film Ad Company that they should make short films for distribution to cinemas nationally. This idea was also rejected, so Walt decided to set up on his own once more as the ‘Kaycee Studio’ (Kaycee derived from KC, the initials of Kansas City – the company was never formally incorporated). He moved his animation set-up out of Roy’s garage and into a small shopfront and advertised for additional staff. There was no pay on offer, just a promise of a share of future profits, but Walt was offering to teach those he took on the basics of the new cinematic art of animation. Walt Disney had big ambitions: he wanted to produce fully animated shorts to rival those coming out of the well-known animation studios in New York, such as the work of the Fleischers, the Terrytoons and John R. Bray’s colour cartoon The Debut of Thomas Cat (1920, only the second ever cartoon made in colour). Among those helping Disney get started were Iwerks and twenty-year-old Fred Harman, another fellow employee at the Kansas City Film Ad Company.


Following some experimental works (the Winsor McCay-inspired The Little Artist and The Old Mill), the first fully completed film, produced during these evenings, was Little Red Riding Hood (1922). Looked at today, the six-minute film (credited on screen as having been ‘cartooned by Walt Disney’) is rather crude. The Fleischer influence is all-pervasive, from the look of a laughing bearded old man seen in a picture frame on a wall to the animation of a trigger-happy cat, who would evolve into a character called Julius the Cat, that quickly loses all nine of its lives – a gag Walt would use repeatedly. That influence is hardly surprising, as the Fleischer films were the best models available for Disney to imitate.


The action is simple and repetitive; the imagination on display is not on a par with the increasingly freewheeling surrealism of the Fleischer brothers’ more inventive work. It was, however, early days, and as a calling card that allowed Walt Disney to begin learning his craft, this modernized – with automobiles and aeroplanes – retelling of Little Red Riding Hood served its purpose. Missing for many years, and listed in 1980 by the American Film Institute as one of the ten ‘most wanted’ films for archival preservation, Little Red Riding Hood was rediscovered in 1998 in a London film library and has since been restored as a key work in the development of Walt Disney as an animator and showman.


Inspired by his self-taught accomplishment with Little Red Riding Hood, Walt Disney resolved to set up properly in business for himself. He finally left his position at the Kansas City Film Ad Company after two years, giving up his increased salary of $60 per week. On 23 May 1922 he launched Laugh-O-Gram Films, funded through $15,000 he’d raised from local investors who each invested between $250 to $500, as well as funding from friends and relatives. One significant investor was a local doctor named John V. Cowles, a prominent Kansas City figure and a friend of the Disney family through Walt’s uncle Robert. Well-connected financially and politically, Cowles wrote Walt a cheque for $2,500.


The new company incorporated the remaining assets of Iwerks-Disney Commercial Artists, with Ub Iwerks joining Disney as one of the first employees. Others joining the new outfit included Hugh Harman (brother of Frank), Rudolph ‘Rudy’ Ising (who’d worked on Little Red Riding Hood with Walt), Otto Walliman, cameraman William ‘Red’ Lyon (another old Kansas City Film Ad Company colleague), Lorey Tague (the only one of the young team who was married) and Carmen ‘Max’ Maxwell. There was a business manager, Adolph Kloepper, who also doubled up as an animation inker and painter; a short-lived salesman Leslie Mace (previously a local sales rep for Paramount Pictures); and a secretary. Walt’s old school pal Walter Pfeiffer also joined as a ‘scenario director’, which he admitted was basically a joke writer. This group of enthusiastic young men were dedicated to learning the art and craft of animation on the job.


Aged just twenty (and at that time, legally speaking, still a minor), Walt leased a five-room, second-floor suite in the McConahy Building on the corner of 31st Street and Forest Avenue in Kansas City. Installed in the workspace was all manner of outré bespoke equipment, including a trio of inker-and-tracer tables, three animation booths, lighting equipment and animation stands – far from the usual office equipment used by the surrounding businesses. Disney had set out on his new enterprise with just one projector, one movie camera and one still camera, but it was to be the beginning of an empire.


The Motion Picture News announced the arrival of Laugh-O-Gram Films in June 1922. ‘They will produce Laugh-O-Gram cartoon comedies,’ the trade paper said, ‘cartooned by Walter E. Disney.’ No doubt based on exaggerated information supplied by Walt himself, the magazine claimed he’d been making films for the Newman Theatre chain for ‘several years’ and had already completed six animated films, none of which was strictly true. By July, Walt had placed an advert in the Motion Picture News promising his company was already in production on a series of twelve animated shorts.


A distribution deal was struck in September 1922 for the output of Laugh-O-Gram Films with William R. Kelly and Pictorial Clubs of Tennessee, a largely non-theatrical outfit distributing films to schools and churches. A cheque for $100 and a promise of $11,000 more for six cartoons sealed the deal, with payment of the remainder falling due upon delivery of the final cartoon by the deadline of 1 January 1924, almost a year and a half away. Nonetheless, Walt Disney was finally in the animation business.


Sticking with much-loved childhood fairy tales, the company embarked on a further five animated shorts, beginning with The Four Musicians of Bremen, which was a significant step up in quality from Little Red Riding Hood. The four musicians of the tale are depicted as animals: a donkey, a dog, a rooster and a cat, another forerunner of Julius the Cat – and the loss of the cat’s nine lives gag reappears. Although unnamed at this point, Julius featured in the remaining Laugh-O-Gram releases from 1922, all modelled after traditional fairy tales: Jack and the Beanstalk, Goldie Locks [sic] and the Three Bears, Puss in Boots (which spoofed silent movie star and heart-throb Rudolph Valentino), Cinderella and Jack the Giant Killer (the four then-surviving shorts were made available as extras on the 2010 Blu-ray release of Disney’s 1991 film Beauty and the Beast, while the missing three were rediscovered in 2010).


Walt Disney was ‘hands on’ during these early endeavours, operating the camera, helping to animate and cleaning used animation cels in order to reuse them. Although nominally the chief executive of his own company, he saw himself simply as one of the workers, learning the business of cinema animation alongside his co-workers. The friendly crew of Laugh-O-Gram Films had a steep learning curve, as none of them were yet adept at animation, learning on the job and through studying their more accomplished rivals.


To make additional money for the organization, Walt affiliated his company as the Kansas City outpost for newsreels from Selznick, Pathé and Universal. The fee was usually $1 per foot of film, with most newsreel reports needing at least 100 feet. When an assignment to cover a local news event came in from New York, work on any in-progress animation stopped: the company’s sole camera was separated from the animation unit and used on the street to capture whatever was needed for the newsreels. The team also produced ‘Lafflets’, very short animated snippets on subjects such as golf, pottery and pirates (none have survived). Everyone was heavily involved and emotionally invested at Laugh-O-Gram Films, so none were too concerned if occasionally their salaries would come up short, with Walt regularly blaming the company’s problematic cash flow.


As 1922 drew to a close, it was clear something was seriously wrong. The finished films were being supplied to Pictorial Clubs for distribution but none of the promised $11,000 balance had yet found its way back to Kansas City. As no payment had been due until many months following the signing of the contract, time had been allowed to elapse without much concern on Walt’s part (he was developing a habit of being rather laid-back in matters of business). However, in the meantime Pictorial Clubs had quietly gone out of business, leaving Laugh-O-Gram Films with a payment of just $100 for the six completed seven-minute cartoon shorts.


With no salaries, employees began to leave the floundering company, including Ub Iwerks who returned to work at the somewhat more reliable Kansas City Film Ad Company. Walt managed to raise an additional $2,500 from Dr Cowles – still one of his main backers despite the problems – to keep the business afloat. However, Walt had to move out of his rented rooms as he could no longer pay the rent, first bunking with Iwerks and then sleeping in the offices of Laugh-O-Grams Films (with a weekly bath at Union Station, costing a dime a time). Hoping to raise additional funds, Walt advertised an unusual service: he offered to film children as a keepsake for young families (this was before widespread availability of home-movie systems).


With no work on the horizon and money quickly running out, Walt was temporarily saved in December 1922 when a local dentist paid $500 for a short film to promote his business (it seems likely this deal came about through the behind-the-scenes intervention of Cowles yet again). The result was Tommy Tucker’s Tooth (1922), a mostly live-action – some animated diagrams featured – short filmed in Thomas B. McCrumb’s Kansas City dental practice. The ten-minute movie, starring local school kid John Records, was essentially a tutorial on teeth brushing and a warning of what can happen if children ignore their dental health. It was released on 10 December 1922.


This work seemed to revive Walt’s dormant ambition, which had taken a knock over the Pictorial Clubs fiasco. He hit upon the idea of reversing the aspect of the Fleischers’s work he’d most admired – instead of showing the animator at work creating cartoon characters, what if he put a live-action person into an animated world?


Disney resolved to create a short based upon children’s classic Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865), but he needed an appealing young girl to play Alice. Six-year-old Virginia Davis (who’d previously appeared in an advert produced by the Kansas City Film Ad Company) was hired to play the role, and was filmed against a plain background. Her antics were then combined with those of animated characters and backgrounds to produce Alice’s Wonderland (1923). She was offered no fee, such were the restricted finances of Walt’s company, but her family agreed to be paid 5 per cent of all fees received by Walt when he sold the films.


Walt reached out to the distributors of the ‘Out of the Inkwell’ series, promoting his new concept as ‘live child actors who carry on their action on cartoon scenes with cartoon characters’, in the hope they’d take on Alice’s Wonderland for distribution. While he waited for a response, time was running out for Laugh-O-Gram Films: Walt’s financial resources were dwindling despite financial help from his brother Roy, Alice’s Wonderland was only half done and the rent on the McConahy Building suite of offices was overdue. Despite moving to smaller premises above the Isis Theater just along the street, and struggling to continue in production on the Alice short, time and money simply ran out for Walt Disney.


Most of the staff had left Laugh-O-Gram Films, including his childhood friend Walter Pfeiffer, so Walt struggled on more or less alone to complete the animation on Alice’s Wonderland. He refused to accept defeat, such was his belief that animated cartoons had a great future. He made a last-ditch attempt to produce sing-a-long films called ‘Song-O-Reels’ with Carl Stalling, then the organist at the Isis Theater (and later the composer at the Disney studio and for Warner Bros.’s Looney Tunes and Merrie Melodies cartoons).


Through all the ups and downs with Laugh-O-Gram Films, the twenty-one-year-old Walt Disney had learned a huge amount about creating animated cartoons. Eventually, though, even he finally had to face defeat. Running out of funds, the company was declared bankrupt, and although Walt himself was offered another job locally by an animation company, he resolved to leave behind the sense of failure that surrounded him in Kansas City. If he wanted to be a success in the film business, there was only one place for Walt Disney to go now: Hollywood.
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ALICE, OSWALD AND MICKEY


[Mice] were always cute characters, and they hadn’t been overdone in the picture field . . . I decided it would be a mouse. I had him ‘Mortimer’ first, and my wife shook her head, then I tried ‘Mickey’ and she nodded the other way, and that was it.


Walt Disney, Voices from the Hollywood Past, 1959
(Walt Disney Archives)


With little more than the clothes on his back, $40 in his pocket, and a suitcase half-packed with animation equipment and an unfinished cartoon, Walt Disney arrived in Hollywood in July 1923 full of hope and optimism. He’d left a mess behind him in Kansas City (it would take many years for the legal and financial fallout from Laugh-O-Grams Films to be sorted out), but he felt he’d learned much that would help forge his way to success in Hollywood, home of the American movie business. His experiences in Kansas City had taught Walt ‘what it meant to shift for myself, to take advantage of opportunity, and the thing that every American kid must learn – to take the hard knocks with the good breaks’.


It may have seemed odd for Disney to opt for Hollywood, rather than New York where all the most successful animation houses were then based. There were several good reasons for Walt going West rather than East in 1923. His uncle Robert, who’d always encouraged him, had already made the move to Hollywood, and his reliable older brother Roy was also there, recuperating from a bout of tuberculosis, so he had family connections. Additionally, Disney was – as ever – thinking big. At the back of his mind was the thought of moving beyond animated movies to becoming a producer or director of live-action films. For that to happen, he had to be in Hollywood, especially in the early 1920s when popular filmmaking was just entering its first golden age.


When it came to making movies, Hollywood was nothing if not a town of opportunity. The earliest days of American films had played out in New York between the late 1890s and the early 1900s. The first studios were built there, and the earliest popular films made there. However, as a result of patent wars and inter-company rivalries, several key figures ventured westwards. In 1910, the Biograph Company sent director D. W. Griffith to the West Coast to shoot the movie melodrama In Old California (1910), starring Lillian Gish and Mary Pickford. At the time Hollywood was little more than a small village, about ten miles from Los Angeles. Griffith liked the light in the West, as well as the open spaces (much of the area was little more than orange and lemon groves), and decided to stay and make more movies. By 1913 Griffith had been joined by several other filmmakers and companies fleeing from the fees imposed upon them in New York by Thomas Edison enforcing his movie-equipment patents.


Over the next few years, the movie industry set down permanent roots with most studios located in the Hollywood area, causing the town to grow hugely and its name to become synonymous with cinema. Audiences were growing, too, with forty million people (one-third of the American population) going to the cinema every week in the 1920s. Walt Disney arrived in town in July 1923, just as the now world-famous Hollywood sign – then reading ‘Hollywoodland’, the name of a real-estate development it was advertising; ‘land’ was removed in 1949 – was being erected. It was a place where he’d feel right at home . . .


Walt initially moved in with his uncle Robert, whose home was not far from the gigantic crumbling set of Babylon, built by Griffith for Intolerance (1916), then abandoned. It was a metaphor for the opportunities and dangers awaiting all who tried to make their names and fortunes in the picture business, but it didn’t put Walt off. He rapidly got to know the geography of the movie studios, and still had his old business cards proclaiming him the Kansas City representative of Universal and Selznick (stretching his minor newsreel experience somewhat). It was enough to get him through the doors of some of the studios, where he was able to watch filmmakers in action. He got access to Universal, Vitagraph Studios and the Paramount lot. He saw the buzz of studio life, first hand. This was what he wanted to do.


Fearing he was too late to make an impact with cartoons, Disney tried to secure work at the studios, preferably as a director. His lack of demonstrable experience, if not confidence, meant that he failed to progress and quickly found himself out of money and options once more. He’d been in Hollywood for two months, and now had to borrow money from his brother Roy in order to pay his rent to his uncle. Although he briefly considered becoming a movie extra, Disney eventually concluded that if he wanted to make his way in the movie world, he’d better stick to what he knew: making cartoons.


By September he’d recreated his original Kansas City makeshift animation studio in Uncle Robert’s garage using the few bits of equipment he’d brought with him and whatever he could find lying around to build a camera stand. Although he managed to interest Alexander Pantages, of Pantages Theatres, in recreating something like the Laugh-O-Gram Films, Disney pinned his hopes on the Alice comedies. After all, he had a nearly finished version of Alice’s Wonderland to show to potential distributors. He then managed to interest New York-based cartoon distributor Margaret Winkler in handling the Alice series, with the proviso that he’d improve on the quality of the first try-out short.


Margaret Winkler had begun in the movie business as a secretary to New York-based Harry Warner, one of the founders of Warner Bros. studios. By 1917, she was handling distribution of Warner’s cartoons in New York and New Jersey, and then took on the ‘Out of the Inkwell’ series from the Fleischer brothers. She established her own company, Winkler Pictures, and by 1922 had added the Felix the Cat cartoons from Pat Sullivan Productions to her roster of movies, distributed on a ‘states’ rights basis, which meant that sales were done individually state-by-state.


By 1923, when Walt Disney approached her, Winkler was open to new avenues as she had lost the Fleischer account when they set up their own distribution system, and she was having trouble with the difficult Sullivan. Margaret Winkler needed Walt Disney almost as much as the neophyte animator needed her. She was prepared to offer him $1,500 per seven-minute cartoon, with payment upon delivery of each negative. There was only one condition: Alice must be played by the same little girl as before to maintain continuity between the shorts. The only problem was that Walt no longer had access to his Kansas City Alice, Virginia Davies.


This was, however, Walt’s big chance to establish himself in Hollywood, but he knew he needed the help of his brother Roy to get things started. Visiting his brother’s tuberculosis sickbed that October, Walt explained that he could complete each cartoon for around $750, meaning they’d make a 100 per cent profit on each one. That was enough for Roy to accept the deal, putting up $200 of his own money and persuading their rather reluctant uncle Robert (who feared that Walt was gaining a reputation following his adventures in Kansas City as someone who didn’t pay his debts – he still owed older brother Ray $60, that being his investment in Laugh-O-Gram Films) to put in a further $500, albeit at a stringent 8 per cent interest. Walt secured a loan of $275 from Carl Stalling, still the organist at the Isis Theater back in Kansas City.


The deal with Winkler was sealed on 16 October 1923, with Walt and Roy jointly signing a contract that would pay them $1,500 for each of six Alice comedies and $1,800 each for six further films, with an option for two more series to follow. Disney obtained office space behind a real-estate office for the sum of $10 per month, and bought a second-hand movie camera for $200. Roy quickly learned how to operate the camera, perhaps because he wanted to protect his $200 investment and keep an eye on Walt. The next task was to secure the further services of the young Virginia Davies. Her parents, perhaps star struck by Hollywood or because they had few ties in Kansas City, agreed to move the family out to California so their daughter could appear in Disney’s new movies. The fee paid would be $100 per film, with a built-in escalator of an additional $25 every two months up to a total of $200 for the first twelve shorts. Together, the Disney brothers were in the animation business.
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