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  “Veteran biographer Leonard Mosley shows us the Disney that was airbrushed out of the official, authorized histories. Though he was an entrepreneurial wizard, and one of the giants of American film, the private Disney was a driven, insecure and often tyrannical human being.”




  - Newsday




  “We see a man driven by dreams. Recommended.”




  - Providence (Rhode Island) Journal




  “Eminently satisfying. An excellent, informative, readable book.”




  - Best Sellers




  “Watching a Mickey Mouse cartoon will never be the same. Mosley does an admirable job of presenting a balanced view of Disney.”




  - Wilson Library Bulletin




  “Walt Disney could have made quite a movie from this book. It reads with all the page-turning fascination of a good novel. Disney has been the subject of at least three other biographies. Mosley’s book is the best of the lot.”




  - The Tulsa Tribune




  “A fitting epitaph for a true American genius.”




  - Detroit Free Press
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  NO ONE WITH long and happy memories of a legend wants to have them too woefully disturbed, and this biography is not intended to upset or destroy the image so many people cherish of that remarkable American Walt Disney.




  Since Disney is regarded by millions of people, particularly in the United States, as perhaps this century’s most brilliantly successful creator of screen animation, I think I should make one thing clear right away. I share the general admiration of a man whose cinematic achievements were always so happily inspired and inspiriting. But—and this is where I differ from uncritical idolators—I have to know all the facts, no matter how unpalatable, as well as all the romantic myths about any great man or woman ind admire. Many of the myths that have been created by his publicists about Walt Disney are unpalatable, unbelievable, and unsatisfactory because so much of the real Walt Disney has been deliberately concealed.




  As I have tried to show in most of my previous biographies, particularly the one I wrote about my own special childhood hero, Charles Augustus Lindbergh, I am suspicious of a legend whose image is so artificially polished that it shows no lines or warts on the face, no faults in the interior makeup, no flaws or weaknesses in the character. In some ways I sympathize with George Kaufman, who once remarked about Lindbergh that “the trouble is all heroes are horses’ asses.” By that he meant that Lindbergh was often his own worst enemy and many of the most painful episodes in his life were due to faults of arrogance and pride.




  Walt Disney, though totally unlike Lindbergh, also had grave flaws in his character—and in some ways I find that comforting. I do not believe in perfect people, especially perfect heroes. I have to know all the facts about what they were really like, convinced as I am that they, too, must have had their imperfections, their weaknesses, just like all of us, and are therefore measurable men and women capable of being not only admired but emulated, too, even if not equaled.




  I first became aware that Walt Disney was, thank God, a human being—with all the faults as well as virtues that such a state entails—when I went to see him at his studio in Burbank in the fifties. I was then film critic for the London Daily Express on one of my biannual visits to Hollywood. The studio publicity machines in the film colony had, as usual, gone out of their way to try to persuade me, as a writer for a powerfully influential British newspaper, that this was a city of flawless gods and goddesses, full of clean-living, sanitized stars. No one ever got drunk (not even Ava Gardner), no one ever beat her children (not even Joan Crawford), no one ever cheated on his wife(not even Jack Warner or Clark Gable or Darryl Zanuck).




  It was even more of a deodorized world at the Walt Disney Studio where the publicity men insisted their boss was faultless—never drank too much, never used a swearword, never lost his temper, never quarreled with his wife or family, never let down a friend. And woe betide anyone who tried to suggest otherwise. Members of the resident foreign and local press risked their jobs if they dared to write stories inferring that Walt Disney could be domineering, implacable, and unforgiving(as was the case, for instance, before, during, and after the 1941 studio strike). The Disney flacks were capable of exerting heavy pressure on editors and proprietors or, through the advertising pages, against anyone who inferred Walt Disney was not the epitome of well-scrubbed and benevolent perfection.




  A few days spent talking to Disney’s family, directors, technicians, animators, and artists soon revealed a very different version of the great man. I even encountered one of his most gifted collaborators, whose later comments figure largely in these pages, who maintained he was writing Walt’s biography and calling it A GREAT MAN BUT—THE TRUTH ABOUT WALT DISNEY. (What happened to that project I never discovered from our later conversations. Certainly, it never saw the light of day. Pressure? Censorship?) The extracts he read me and the accounts he gave me of what life was like working with Disney, when added to the rueful anecdotes of his associates, helped, even that long ago, to reassure me. Walt Disney was not, after all, the whiter-than-white sepulcher the studio propagandists made him out to be, but a remarkably talented and mortal human being who did regrettable things, too; he was, in fact, a far from perfect and therefore much more fascinating man—one not to be worshiped or drooled over but written about with all his blemishes showing.




  While not neglecting his virtues or his genius, this biography has included most of those blemishes. I hope and believe his image has been enlarged rather than diminished because of that.




  THIS BOOK PROBABLY would never have been written had it not been for the encouraging insistence over the years of one very good friend, the well-known screenwriter and novelist Jack Davies, who has written scripts for most of the famous producers in the world, with the exception of Walt Disney. But he knew him well and met him frequently during his long and distinguished career and always sensed that there was much more to learn about this unique American phenomenon than has been revealed in the many books about him. Jack pushed me into continuing my researches, even during moments of great difficulty and setbacks, and I thank him for his amiable persistence.




  As I have already indicated, so far as the facts in this book are concerned, they are based on research going back to the fifties; more recently this culminated in several long stays in Hollywood and Burbank as well as sessions with Disney alumni in all parts of the world. I cannot, for space and other reasons, name all of the Disney associates and veterans to whom I have talked; some of them, for instance, have insisted on anonymity because, they point out, they still rely on the goodwill of the Disney organization for pensions and medical insurance. But wherever they are quoted in this book, they have read the remarks they made to me and have had the opportunity of checking, cutting (or expanding) what they told me in the course of their tape-recorded conversations.




  In the case of the Disney organization, they have not seen anything of the text. However, I think I should stress that I am nevertheless extremely grateful to them for the help they gave me in allowing me access to their records. This is unusual, for this is a nonauthorized book as far as they are concerned. In such cases, they normally decline all cooperation and, in particular, refuse to allow the use of their copyright photographs to “outside” authors unless they promise to let the Disney organization see what they are writing. After initial opposition, however, they did decide to make a special exception in my case and gave me unsupervised access over several months to the extensive archives in their Burbank studio. I have quoted from these records and oral histories with permission, but my interpretations are, of course, strictly my own and have been made without Disney censorship of any kind. I have also been allowed to draw from Disney’s unique collection of copyright photographs though, in this case, Disney officials have sear and corrected the captions to their own pictures.




  But I can honestly stress that all opinions about Walt Disney expressed by me are strictly my own, and this is an entirely independent and unsponsored book.




  The chief Disney archivist, David R. Smith, who has an encyclopedic knowledge of Disney facts and figures, and his amiable staff were indefatigable in helping me track down obscure documents and early photographs of Disney’s pioneering days. I also owe heartfelt thanks to Wayne Morris, manager of Disney’s merchandising and publication division, for allowing me to use these and other illustrations (the Disney copyright to which are acknowledged elsewhere). I may say that I have been asked not to mention the above two officials by name, but in view of their assistance, I feel I should override their modest request for anonymity and name them just the same with my thanks.




  Not only from David Smith and Wayne Morris, of course, did I receive precious help from inside the Disney organization. For instance, little of this material could ever have been uncovered had it not been for the friendship, advice, and influence of Disney’s most sage and successful alumnus, Vincent Jefferds, whose genius as the exploiter of Disney’s immortal characters and spin-offs from the studio’s most famous films was earning the company $50 million a year in royalties when he retired a short time ago. A talented artist himself and a genius in the arts of corporate publicity, Jefferds had some enthralling stories to tell about Walt and Roy Disney and of the making (as well as the exploitation) of such famous projects as Peter Pan, Davy Crockett, Disneyland, and Walt Disney World. I am also grateful to the help and encouragement of his charming assistant, Queenie Osinoff. In addition, my fellow researcher and I will long savor the fascinating evenings we spent listening to Jefferds and his amusing, intelligent, and beautiful wife, Jean, at their lovely home in Tigertail Road, West wood.




  Perhaps the frankest and most educative of all my encounters with Walt Disney’s former associates was with the artist/animator who came closest to him during their long professional life together. This was the brilliant and salty-tongued Ward Kimball, whose many imaginative cartoons and short films for Disney won world-wide fame in addition to being awarded well-deserved Hollywood Oscars. Kimball’s passion for locomotives and railroad lore was (and is) such that he still has two full-size working locomotives and other impedimenta in his garden, a former citrus grove in the San Gabriel Valley of California; it also contains tracks along which the locomotives (one wood-burning, the other coal-fired) can run, a fullscale model of a Western railroad station, and one of the world’s most comprehensive collections of model trains. Kimball’s enthusiasm for his hobby fired Walt Disney with the same passion, and they traveled the United States together tracking down rare specimens of ancient railroad memorabilia, until finally Disney built his own train and track in the garden of his house in Holmby Hills.




  I found Kimball a good example of someone who loved and admired Walt Disney while being well aware of his boss’s faults and weaknesses, and he gave me a wonderfully rounded picture of one of the greatest, and yet most fallible, men he had encountered in his lifetime.




  I had been given an introduction by an old friend, the famous plant and orchid expert, Russell Seibert, to the California landscape gardener, Bill Morgan-Evans. Now living in Malibu, Morgan-Evans laid out Disneyland in California and Walt Disney World and EPCOT in Florida. In doing so he created gardens and spectacular landscapes out of what before had been citrus groves and virgin swamps, and they are among the greatest transformations of raw countryside since Capability Brown “made the desert smile” in eighteenth-century England.




  Traveling north to Santa Barbara, I spent some time with the former English matte painter Peter Ellenshaw and his American wife, Bobbie. Ellenshaw, who worked on some of Disney’s most successful films (Treasure Island, 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Mary Poppins), is now a famous painter. He took time out from preparing a big new exhibition of his work to talk about his long association and deep affection for Walt Disney, whose equal as man, filmmaker, and boss he believes he will never meet again.




  David Swift (maker of many box office hits for Disney, including Pollyanna) is still as handsome and as boyishly active in films as ever and still a successful Hollywood director. Like his close friend, Ward Kimball, he went through all the departments at Disney in the course of his early career, and he retains a shrewd, realistic, and affectionate memory of his former boss’s reactions at some of the most critical moments of his lifetime.




  One of the reasons that Swift’s Pollyanna was so successful was the heartwarming performance of its English child star, Hayley Mills, now a gracious and lovely grown-up actress. She came to see me from her home beside the River Thames in Surrey and soon made it clear that, so far as she was concerned, Walt Disney was an adorable memory, thoughtful, protective, sensitive to her childhood worries and apprehensions. So far as Hayley was concerned, he had no blemishes whatsoever, and joy still throbs in her voice as she talks about her first encounters with him.




  Peter Ustinov, a tennis buff whom I saw in London between rounds of the Wimbledon championships, was, on the other hand, somewhat cooler in his enthusiasm. He found Walt Disney a remote and almost unapproachable figure, and though he made several successful films at Burbank, never really got to know him though he did have a disturbing final meeting with him just before Disney’s death.




  Ustinov was much more forthcoming and much more admiring of Walt Disney’s favorite producer, the late Bill Walsh, with whom he worked on several Disney films. I have made extensive use of the oral histories that Walsh left behind; they are now in the Disney archives and are quoted here with permission. I also talked at some length with the lovely exdancer Nola Fishman, now the wife of a well-known California TV anchorman,about her earlier marriage to Walsh and her stormy fight to save it from the pressures of Walt Disney.




  Two other old friends, the director Ken Annakin and his wife, Pauline, talked in great detail, at their home in Malibu, in England, and at my home in Florida, about their long and close collaboration with Walt Disney. Annakin made five films for Disney (four in Britain and Europe, one on this side of the Atlantic) and often mixed socially with Walt and his wife, Lillian, at their former home in London and at the Disney winter home in Palm Springs.




  Annakin arranged a meeting for me with his producer, Bill Anderson, who took over the running of the Disney studio when feature film production resumed after World War II. During our session at Newport Beach, his wife, Virginia (Ginny) Anderson, described in colorful detail how she and Pauline Annakin “discovered” Hayley Mills in London and recommended her for stardom in Pollyanna.




  In Florida Julia C. Wilson, associate managing editor of the Orlando Sentinel, was kind enough to give me the run of the reference library of her newspaper. Its librarian, Judy Grimsley, and her staff helped me track down every clipping I wanted. It was one of the Sentinel’s reporters, Emily Bavar (now Emily Kelly) who first broke the story that Disney was building a great theme park in central Florida, and she gave me a vivid account of how she stumbled on the story while talking to Walt and Roy Disney in California.




  It was my agent, John Cushman, whose sudden and tragic death sadly interrupted work on this biography, who introduced me to his cousin, John Nesbit, a Disney executive in Florida; and it was my neighbor on Captiva Island, Dewitt Jones, who revealed that he too had worked for Disney for many years and gave a lively account of what it was like to be at Burbank in the great days of the company after the end of World War II.




  Other present and former employees (many of whom are, alas, no longer with us) talked to me over the years. Others left behind memories, either spoken or written, that have been of enormous help to me in recalling life as it was lived at the Burbank studio. They include: John Lounsbery, Gordon Legg, Dick Lundy, Don Lusk, Ham Luske, Hazel George, Kay Nielsen, Ken O’Brien, Bill Peet, Rico Lebrun, Milton Kahl, Glen Keane, Richmond Kelsey, Eric Larson, Josh Meador, Martin Provensen, Art Riley, Joe Rinaldi, Retta Scott, Mel Shaw, Gustaf Tenggren, Bill Tytla, James Algar, Art Babbitt, Mary Blair, Claude Coats, Norm Ferguson, Hugh Fraser, Don Griffith, T. Hee, John Hench.




  In addition, I have relied for a great deal of my information about animation on that splendidly illustrated monster tome by Frank Thomas and Ollie Johnston (two of Walt’s most brilliant ex-animators) Disney Animation: The Illusion of Life, from which, alas, I have been refused permission to quote. I have also been helped in my research by two books that Peter Ellenshaw gave me: a hard cover volume of his collected works (1929-1983) (New York: Hammer, 1983), which includes some of his work for Disney; and Walt Disney’s Fantasia by John Culhane (New York: Abrams, 1983). Other books that have proved to be invaluable guides are The Art of Walt Disney by Robert D. Feild (London and Glasgow: Collins, 1945), The Art of Walt Disney by Christopher Finch (New York: Abrams, 1975), and Richard Schickel’s The Disney Version (1968), a realistic look at Disney’s character.




  Also extremely helpful were two other biographies of Walt Disney in which I have found nuggets of interesting and invaluable information. One is The Story of Walt Disney, by his daughter, Diane Disney Miller, based on long conversations with her father and written in collaboration with Pete Martin (New York: Henry Holt, 1957). In a conversation with me while this acknowledgment was being written, Mrs. Miller stressed to me how she had loved and admired her father, and it shows in this book—as, I hope, it will in mine. The other is the splendidly written and researched Walt Disney by Bob Thomas, the veteran Associated Press correspondent in Hollywood (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1976).




  Finally, I would like to express my thanks and admiration to my distinguished editor, Patricia Day, for her acuity and patience in dealing with the necessary difficulties associated with the production of this book.




  And once more, my gratitude to my fellow researcher, beloved fellow traveler, and wife, Deirdre, for her constant encouragement and help.
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  HALF A DOZEN times a year, even this long after his death, newspaper organizations telephone, or researchers visit, the archives at the Walt Disney Studio in Burbank, California, to confirm stories they have been given of where, and under what conditions, Walt Disney was born. Some are convinced that they have discovered a skeleton in the Disney cupboard and that Walt Disney was in fact Spanish—and born out of wedlock, too.




  Perhaps it is inevitable. Given the measure of international fame and the universal affection in which he was held, both during his life and after his death, millions of non-Americans refuse to believe that the United States could have produced such a phenomenon. Spain, for instance, claims Walt Disney as its own.




  Stories about his Spanish birth have, in fact, now become so established that a small town in the mountains behind Almería, in southern Spain, until recently, actually carried a plaque on the road leading to the town square announcing:




  MOJACCA




  Birthplace of Walt Disney




  Jane Wyatt, the Hollywood star, saw it some years ago during a trip in the mountains, while she was making a film in Almería, and she still regales her dinner guests in Malibu with revelations of the “truth” about Walt Disney’s birth.




  The story in Mojacca itself is that one of the village maidens, Consuela Suarez, became engaged at the turn of the century to a local boy who was killed in Morocco before they could be married. She was already pregnant when news of his death reached her. Thanks to the efforts of the local priest, the baby son Consuela subsequently bore was seen by an American couple who took him off to the United States, and Consuela presently followed. There she signed the papers that enabled her son to be formally adopted and made a U.S. citizen. Only when she came home to Mojacca to die did she reveal that her secret son was now named Walt Disney, the famous father of Mickey Mouse.




  However, the facts are as proved by the Walt Disney Archives, one of whose functions is to prevent any word of untruth or scandal from being attached to the Disney name and reputation: that Walter Elias Disney was indubitably a native American and that Chicago was where he first saw the light of day. His birth certificate, a copy of which can be obtained in Chicago, will testify to that.




  On the other hand, like many Englishmen who boast that their ancestors “came over with William the Conqueror,” Walt Disney could legitimately claim he had Norman forebears, too. Generations ago, his ancestors were French peasants who originally came from the Norman cheese-making town of Isigny, through whose winding streets GIs of the U.S. Army fought during World War II. His family was named after their place of residence.




  In 1066, a date known to every English schoolboy as the year his country was conquered by the French, several members of the d’Isigny family swarmed across the English Channel as part of the invading army of William of Normandy. When William ascended the English throne, his mercenaries, including Jean-Christophe d’Isigny and several others of the same clan, were encouraged to settle in the conquered territories, and they were given title to the English lands and properties. They married English women, and, anglicizing their name from d’Isigny to Disney, they became rich and prosperous English gentry, although one of them ended up as a disreputable, corrupt, and womanizing lord high sheriff of London. In the seventeenth century, the family made the mistake of supporting the Duke of Monmouth’s rebellion against King James II. The heads of the family were ordered arrested and incarcerated in the Tower of London, and their lands were confiscated by the crown.




  The Disneys scrambled for cover, however, and made their way to the safety of Ireland. There they settled in County Kilkenny, where, to give themselves a cloak of respectability, they again took up Roman Catholicism, which they had allowed to lapse in Protestant England, and became regular worshipers at the local church.




  But the land they rented was poor, taxes were high, and the pickings meager. They soon began looking around for opportunities outside Ireland to restore their shattered fortunes. For this reason, in 1834, the Disneys began moving again, first to the United States and then, a year later, to Canada, where they had heard there were fortunes to be made out of the new land developments around Lake Huron. They joined an immigrant community consisting mostly of Scottish, German, and Dutch families; and it is typical of the easygoing attitude of the Disneys that they quickly reconverted to Protestantism once they realized their nonconformist neighbors were hostile and suspicious of Catholicism.




  It was in Huron County that Elias, the father-to-be of Walt Disney, was born in 1859.




  THE EARLY RECORDS of the Disney family confirm that they were, on the whole, an amoral and easygoing lot, much given to dancing, drinking, and periodical hell-raising.




  Elias Disney seems to have been the exception. He was the one member of the clan who had picked up stem religious (and later political) beliefs along the way, and by the time he was sixteen years old he could spout whole passages from the Bible, had resolved to adopt a God-fearing way of life, and looked down on self-indulgence in any form as sinful. In 1878, his father, Kepple Disney, announced that he was leaving with two of his older brothers to seek a fortune in the California goldfields. Elias was to with them.




  To his father and his brothers, the journey was a joyful excuse to relax after the hard labors of Lake Huron farming, and they binged their way westward in a succession of drunken celebrations. Elias was shocked at their rowdy, blasphemous behavior, which reached its climax in a bordello in Ellis, Kansas, where his brothers hired one of the girls to initiate Elias into the secrets of sex, while they watched through peepholes.




  Horrified at the girl’s shamelessness, outraged at the obscene laughter of his drunken brothers (who had hidden themselves inside a closet) Elias first drove the weeping whore out of his room and then informed his sheepish father that he was dropping out of the party. Kepple Disney was so ashamed of his family that he agreed to allow Elias to stay on in Ellis and gave him half his money as a stake to tide him over until he came back to collect him.




  Then he and the others traveled on to California, where they spent several weeks panning (in vain) for gold. On his way back, broke and disillusioned, Kepple expected to find his youngest son in similar straits. On the contrary, Elias had not only found himself a job but he had also used the money his father had given him to buy a tract of Kansas land. It was good land, too, suitable for a small farm. Kepple, to whom Kansas seemed to have a much kindlier climate than Canada, especially in winter, decided to stay in Ellis and telegraphed his wife, Maria, to sell their Lake Huron property and join him and his family in the United States.




  It was in Ellis, Kansas, that Kepple and Maria subsequently swore fidelity to the flag and, thus, became American citizens.




  Although he differed from his kin in being so straitlaced, Elias Disney had inherited the family inability to stay put. “Pa always had ants in his pants,” said his third son, Roy, later. “He could never stay in one place long enough to warm a seat.”




  Elias quickly tired of Ellis, Kansas, and got himself a job helping build the railroad across Kansas and Colorado; he was finally paid off in Denver at the end of two years. Home again in Ellis, he fell in love with Flora Call, a neighbor’s daughter, but he was too shy to court her. It was four years before he realized how much she meant to him. By that time, she and her family had moved to Florida. Her departure left such a gap in his life that he resolved to go after her and propose; but he felt so shy and uncertain about his prospects that he was willing to make the journey only if his parents agreed to accompany him to Florida and support his suit. They needed a break from farm chores and consented to go with him, even briefly considering selling everything and moving south. But once they got there, they quickly discovered they hated Florida and soon got tired of hanging around in the humid heat waiting for their son to pluck up enough courage to ask Flora to marry him. Only when Kepple told his son that they were going back to Kansas was Elias finally emboldened to propose.




  Flora had been in love with him since she was fourteen and thought he would never get around to asking. Now she was nineteen and he was twenty-eight. The wedding took place in Akron, Florida, in January 1888, after which Kepple and Maria took the train back to Kansas, and Elias and his bride went off for their honeymoon at Daytona Beach.




  While on their honeymoon Elias, who had started out sharing his parents’ antipathy to Florida, told Flora that he had changed his mind; and shortly afterward he bought some land near Kissimmee, where he proposed to raise cattle. Unfortunately, unused as he was to the problems of hot-weather farming, his cattle became diseased and died, forcing him to put the farm up for sale.




  To get money to pay his debts, he persuaded the owner of the Halifax Hotel, Daytona Beach, to let them move in and manage it; and so they took over for the season. But when the last guest moved out to go north for the summer, the hotel closed. The proprietor told them to find other work and accommodations until the next season. By this time Flora was pregnant, so Elias gladly accepted an offer from the postmaster in Kissimmee to take over one of the rural mail routes.




  At the end of 1888, just prior to her twentieth birthday, Flora gave birth to their first son, Herbert Disney. She hoped the fact that they had now started a family would persuade Elias to settle down. Suspecting that he was unhappy in his mail job and looking around for something else to do, she drew her savings out of the bank, appealed for financial help from her parents, and bought them a citrus grove outside Kissimmee.




  Unfortunately, Elias had already made other plans for himself. The newspapers were full of rumors of the approaching war against Spain, and he came home one day to tell his wife that he had volunteered for the militia and, though war was still years away, said he expected to be fighting overseas soon. When she told him about the orange grove, he swore that it was too late to back out now and added that he refused to let down his country if it was going to be involved in a war. Instead of the action he craved, however, he found himself undergoing basic training in the sticky heat of a boot camp outside Tampa, and he hated it.




  Weeks went by. Flora, unable to look after her young baby and take care of the citrus grove at the same time, was soon writing Elias desperate letters telling him that he had to come home. So one day he walked out of camp and took the train back to Kissimmee. He was in the orchard spraying his orange trees when the military police arrived to arrest him for desertion.




  An angry and indignant Elias summoned a local lawyer who pointed out to the MPs that since his client had freely volunteered for the militia, he could just as freely elect to resign from it. It was such a simple and plausible-sounding argument that the astonished police said they would have to go back and consult with the military authorities and, in the meantime, demanded that Elias hand over his uniform. This he refused to do on the grounds that he had bought it himself. Baffled, they finally retreated, promising to return. But they never did.




  Elias’s defiance did not do him much good as far as orange growing was concerned. That winter a record frost hit central Florida; the crop was ruined and so were they. The good Lord would provide, Elias told his wife.




  He had heard things were booming in Chicago, so they moved there in the spring of 1889. Flora Disney was by this time pregnant with their second child, but her husband refused to be rushed into taking any old job. Instead, he enrolled in a local night school for a course in carpentry and discovered that he had a natural gift for furniture making. While still studying, he began taking commissions, and his flair soon attracted many orders. With the money he earned from making chairs, tables, and wardrobes, and from selling his designs to local stores, he saved enough to buy a plot of land on Tripp Avenue in the area called Northwest Town, a Chicago suburb. Flora drew up the plans for the house, and Elias built it, single-handedly. It was admired so much that they bought land next door, built two more houses, sold them, and made a considerable profit.




  It seemed as if Elias had found his niche at last, and Flora began to think the house on Tripp Avenue could become their permanent home. Her second son, Raymond, was born there at the end of 1890, and a third son arrived in 1893.




  There was a brief family struggle over the third son’s name. He was born in the year of the World Columbian Exhibition in Chicago. Elias had received several commissions to make furniture and provide designs for the fair, and he made so much money from the exhibition that when his third son was born, he considered naming him Columbus, as a gesture of gratitude. But Flora would not hear of saddling her son with such an outlandish name, and finally they christened the new arrival Roy Oliver Disney.




  Three sons. That, both Elias and Flora decided, was enough. They settled down into solid, comfortable, middle-class respectability in suburban Chicago and became regular worshipers and valued parishioners of St. Paul’s Congregational Church in Northwest Town and close friends of its minister, Reverend Walter Parr.




  Reverend Parr launched an appeal to build a new church in 1898, and Elias not only dug into his savings to help find the funds but put on his coveralls and helped build the edifice. The new St. Paul’s was consecrated in 1900 with an elaborate double celebration since the arrival of the twentieth century was being hailed at the same time. Reverend Parr informed the congregation that he had appointed Elias Disney deacon of the new church and smilingly indicated the loft where Flora Disney, a passable pianist, was installed as the new organist. It was an emotional and stimulating occasion for everyone, and Flora came home to the house on Tripp Avenue with her eyes shining.




  It had been nine years since her last child had been born; but when, in the spring of 1901, she shyly announced that she was pregnant again, Reverend Parr revealed that his wife was also with child. He gleefully pointed out that it looked as if the births might happen at the same time and added to Elias, “If your wife has another son, you must call him Walter, after me. And if my wife has a son, I will christen him Elias, after you.” And that was how it worked out.




  The fourth Disney son was born on December 5, 1901, in the family bedroom at 1249 Tripp Avenue, Chicago. A short distance away, the minister’s wife was also in labor and delivered a baby boy the following day. They were known locally as the “Consecration Babies,” and presents for them poured in from the congregation.




  There was a joint christening ceremony just before Christmas 1901. True to his word, Reverend Parr dubbed his new son Elias; and then, over the other mewling infant, he intoned, “I baptize this child Walter Elias Disney in the name of the Lord God Almighty.”




  IT TOOK ANOTHER five years before Walt Disney’s father, Elias, succumbed to the itch to start traveling once more, and by that time the first and only girl in the Disney family had arrived. The daughter, Ruth Flora Disney, was born in 1903, and it was she who caused the next family upheaval.




  When the Disneys first arrived, Northwest Town had been a quiet suburb of law-abiding, middle-class citizens, but as the Middle West grew and prospered, immigrants from Italy, Ireland, and central Europe swarmed into the city. Soon they began to take over the inner suburbs, transforming the once-quiet streets into gaudy, raucous bazaars that sometimes looked, especially on weekends, like areas of Naples, Ennis, or Bratislava. Criminals moved in, too, and the police, well bribed to look the other way, preferred to ignore their sometimes violent lawlessness.




  A state law forbade the opening of saloons within half a mile of a church, which protected St. Paul’s, but there were plenty of rowdy establishments just beyond the boundary lines. Their drunken patrons rolled home along Tripp Avenue and often brawled beneath the Disney windows until the early hours.




  Elias galvanized his fellow parishioners to accompany him as a delegation of protest to the police, but they scoffed at his demand that the saloons be shut down or cleaned up and that the streets be patrolled for drunks. Angry and frustrated, Elias told Flora that the only way to preserve the sanctity of his family was for them to move out of Chicago before this cesspool of sin and licentiousness corrupted their sons and endangered the virtue of their daughter.




  Elias Disney still thought of himself as a man of the soil and dreamed of having a viable farm of his own. He and Flora finally found what they wanted in Marceline, a quiet community of three thousand people 120 miles northeast of Kansas City. It was a mixed fruit and stock farm of forty-eight acres, and they bought it for thirty-five dollars an acre.




  They signed the purchase papers on March 5, 1906. They moved to Missouri in the spring of the same year.




  It was there, in Marceline, that Walt Disney spent the happiest and most influential years of his childhood.




  Walt Disney was five years old when he first saw the farm. Elias had arranged for his two older sons, Herbert and Raymond, to help him with the final packing in Chicago, so he sent Flora on ahead to their new home. She took with her the three younger children-Roy, now thirteen; Ruth, three; and Walt-and one of the new neighbors met their train and gave them a lift from the railroad station to the farm. All three children were immediately enchanted with their first sight of their new home. “It was set in green rolling countryside,” Walt said later, “and the apple and plum orchards were just starting to blossom. I thought it was a beautiful place.”*




  Coffman, their farmer neighbor, had indicated the jackrabbits gamboling in the fields when they arrived, and warned them that they were pests.




  “Kill ’em off,” he advised. “Otherwise, they’ll gobble up everything in sight. Besides,” he added, with a smack of his lips, “jackrabbits is good eating.”




  Crawling through the fields, Roy and Walt were able to observe the animals at their spring mating games—the females provocatively waving their scuts in the spring air, the males standing on hind legs to signal them. Walt was thrilled and excited at the rituals he and his brother observed; and in the next few days, scribbling in crayon on a square of packing paper, he made his first drawings—of a whiskered rabbit waving frantically to another concealed in the grass. He was appalled at the idea of harming such delightful creatures.




  Roy was more practical. On their way to Marceline, they had stopped with their mother at Fort Madison to visit with Flora’s married sister, and just before leaving, Roy had been presented by his uncle with an air gun “to keep down those thieving grackles you’re going to find around the farm.” Now Roy put the gun to his shoulder, fired, and brought down a magnificent jackrabbit as he was posturing above the scrub and signaling to a potential mate. The beautiful creature was still alive and squirming when the boys reached it, and Walt burst into tears as his older brother reached down and casually broke its neck.




  He refused to eat the rabbit stew that Flora subsequently made for supper.




  It was a week before Elias arrived, and Walt enjoyed every moment of it. Like his brothers and sisters, he was afraid of his father, who never laughed, never played with them, and scared them with his permanent expression of frigid disapproval. It was a relief not to have his icy presence around for a while. Even Flora was much calmer and relaxed and laughed and played with the children much more.




  The farmhouse was roomy, with a parlor, living rooms, a good kitchen, a pantry and lots of storerooms, and three bedrooms. A tall elm grew just outside the front door and its leafy branches threw a welcome shade over the shingle roof and the porch. While waiting for Elias and the two older boys to arrive with the furniture, Flora and the youngsters camped in the house.




  “It was no hardship at all sleeping on the hard floor of that empty house,” Walt said later. “Mom read us to sleep by candlelight and reassured us when we shuddered at the eerie hooting of the owls outside. She made us feel like pioneers and it was a great adventure. I remember we laughed a lot and were sorry when father and my brothers eventually arrived.”




  Elias, Herbert, and Raymond had traveled rough from Chicago in a boxcar containing not only the furniture but two workhorses that Elias had bought just before his departure. It was on one of them, called Charley, that Roy later learned to ride. The horse was too big for Walt’s tiny legs to straddle, so Walt stayed a nonrider until the day Elias came back from Marceline with a herd of hogs and a load of ducks, hens, and pigeons. Walt later boasted that, at the age of five, he became the youngest hogherd and the smallest poultry keeper in Marceline County.




  One day, after enviously watching Roy ride majestically by on Charley, he decided to mount a charger of his own and picked Porker, the biggest sow in the herd. Leaping on her back, he grabbed the frightened and snorting animal by the ears and was carried on a wild and noisy ride across the farmyard.




  Two minutes later, the indignant sow ploughed into the duck pond and tossed him contemptuously into the mud.




  “I never did learn to stay on Porker’s back,” Walt said, “and I always ended up the same way, covered in duck feathers and mud. I think Porker got as much of a kickout of it as I did. She used to stand there in the pond after she’d tossed me in the slime, her curly tail whirling away like a watch spring and her piggy eyes streaming with water and what looked like tears—tears of laughter, I always used to think. She just loved throwing me off into the mud. Once when I got chicken pox and had to stay in bed for a few days, she came up to the porch and honked the house down. ‘What’s Porker want?’ I asked Mom.’ You,’ she said. She did, too. Later, when I recovered, Porker practically invited me to climb on her back and stayed as peaceful as pie while I crawled aboard—no tantrums, no protests. She was as proper as a show horse as she cantered me across the farmyard. I was convinced I had tamed her, and she was really glad to see me back. But I should have known better and guessed she was only biding her time. We ended up in the same way. She waded me into the pond, stood quite still for a few seconds, and suddenly tossed me like a tadpole into the deepest and slimiest part of the pond. Then she splashed back to her sty, snorting and snickering in triumph. For the rest of the evening, I could hear her honking away between snores—with smug satisfaction, I suspect.”




  Paper was scarce around the Disney household, and when Walt discovered he wanted to draw the domestic animals with which he was now surrounded, he resorted to toilet paper. He later gave that as the reason why his earliest drawings were never preserved.




  “You can guess what I did with them, especially as I ate a lot of green apples in those days,” he said. “Anyway, that’s all those drawings were really good for—and that’s where they went, down the can. Childish scribbles, that’s all. The only interesting thing is I did them at all. I suppose I did them because just about everything around me at Marceline excited me. Even the chores with the birds. Feeding them everyday, I got familiar with the shapes and the habits of ducks, chickens, and pigeons. I can’t remember I ever made a real pet of any of them, though I did learn their language, and I think they learned to understand me. What I mean is they’d come when I called them, even individually, when I summoned them by name. There was one pullet I called Martha, who used to come over when I shouted her name and lay an egg right in my hand.”




  On the other hand, none of the birds meant as much to him as Porker, who became both a challenge and a close friend. “I used to horse around with her a lot,” he said. “I guess I really loved that pig. She had an acute sense of fun and mischief, and when she wanted to be, she could be as naughty as a puppy and nimble as a ballet dancer. She liked to creep up, nudge me up the rear, and then sashay off, squealing with delight, especially if she’d tipped me over. Do you remember the Foolish Pig in Three Little Pigs? Porker was the model for him. I did the preliminary sketch from remembering Porker, and I was practically weeping with nostalgia by the time I had finished.”




  In many ways, the animals around the farm—young, noisy, and playful as they were—gave him more companionship than he found in his father and brothers. Elias was too for bidding and had absolutely no sense of fun. His brothers were all so much older than he was, and his sister Ruth was too young. On the other hand, the barnyard stock, in all their different moods, fed his need for affection; and he gave them names, carried on conversations with them, and made up stories about them. His brothers jeered at him and scoffed when he walked through the farmyard raising his hand and saying, “Hi, Effie!” or “Hello, Elmer!” or “How’re the old feet this morning, Mortimer—frozen?” to a pullet or a cockerel or a duck. He felt the birds would have been hurt if he had failed to say hello.




  The only human being with whom he had a real rapport and with whom he shared his fantasies in those days was his father’s brother, Uncle Ed, who often came to visit them on the farm. In appearance Ed was small and slightly hunched, with a lined, tanned face that made him look, Walt said later, like a cross between a leprechaun and a prune. He usually sported a battered derby and someone’s cut-down suit; and he would turn up unexpectedly with his few belongings in his carpetbag, brightly announcing to his brother and sister-in-law; “Well, now, here I am again. Could you take me in for a few days?”




  Uncle Ed could always be sure of a welcome. Even Elias seemed sunnier at the sight of him. As for Walt, he would greet Uncle Ed with such pure pleasure that it was as if Santa Claus had suddenly arrived. Not inappropriately, he always referred to him not as Uncle Ed but Uncle Elf—he looked and behaved like an elf. He would park his bag in the spare room and then scamper down the stairs to join Walt on an expedition into the fields. He adored the boy and was inordinately proud of the fact that Walt obviously looked up to him and admired him.




  Ed was so much at home in the fields that all the birds and animals and insects seemed to know instinctively that he would never harm them. He was expert at catching grasshoppers and frogs. Field mice liked to creep up his arm and snuggle in his pockets, where he always kept bits of cheese. He could do uncanny imitations of birds, which came down, flew around his head, and perched on his shoulder. He taught Walt how to tickle fish and unhook catfish from his line without being injured by the spines. He liked nothing better than squatting in a field, munching muddy turnips, or leading a raid on a neighboring farmer’s orchard.




  Remembering Elias’s stern prohibitions—he not only disapproved of liquor and cigarettes for grown-ups but candy for small boys, too—Uncle Ed always brought bags of hard candy with him to satisfy the cravings of Walt’s sweet tooth. Once he even produced a particularly forbidden luxury in the shape of a packet of chewing gum, sticks of which his nephew munched delightedly for hours and then parked under the railing of the front porch, for use on the morrow.




  Uncle Ed never overstayed his welcome. One day he would creep out of the house before dawn and tramp off down the dusty road, on his way to visit yet another of Elias’s relatives. He never left behind a note of thanks or warned any body he was leaving, but had always made his bed and tidied up the room before he crept away.




  Every few months or so, he came back, and the woods and meadows at Marceline once more echoed to Uncle Elf’s whoops and whistles and bird calls and the happy laughter of his six-year-old friend.




  Then one black day, Walt came home from school to learn that Ed had been “taken bad” while staying with another relative and had to be sent to a home for the retarded near Chicago. Elias and Flora sometimes went to visit him but, as if sensing it would be too distressing, did not take Walt with them.




  He never saw him again. It was years later that a message was received that Ed Disney was dead, and by that time, Walt retained only a fading memory of him. But, of course, he never really forgot him. Many years later, Ward Kimball came up with some spritely sketches of a top-hatted and half-humanized grasshopper. Everybody liked it, even Walt Disney who pored over Kimball’s drawings, half frowning, half smiling. Then he took a brush and pen and played with the facial features until someone remarked that he now “looked like a prune.” And like Uncle Elf, Walt might have added.




  If Walt Disney was happy at Marceline, his father, mother, and two older brothers were not. Elias was soon having trouble making the farm viable, and the weather was no help to him. The hogs got swine fever, and there came the terrible day when even Porker had to be shipped off and destroyed. Two years in a row the crops failed, and Elias was forced to mortgage the farm. Bad times made him short-tempered and even more tyrannical than usual, and he railed at his sons when they failed to turn up at breakfast for early morning prayers or when, at night, he caught them reading “frivolous books” instead of the Bible. In return for their labor, he had promised Herbert and Raymond that in lieu of pay he would turn over several arable acres of his land to them so that they could begin farming on their own. They took it badly when he was forced to explain to them that, because of the mortgage, he could no longer carry out his pledge. There was a bitter quarrel, and in the early hours of the next morning, the two older boys ran away from home.




  Herbert was nineteen years old and Raymond seventeen, and they left a note for Flora saying they were tired of being treated like wicked children by their father. They wrote her a weekly letter and reported to her that Herbert had found himself a job at Sears, Roebuck and Company in Kansas City, while Raymond had a job with a local bank. Shortly afterward, they began sending parcels of their old clothes home to Marceline so that they could be cut down and adapted for Roy and Walt.




  Considering their youth and their rebellious mood, they both stayed remarkably free from the temptations of the big city. But they still smarted at the treatment they had received from their father and could not resist pretending to that stern and unforgiving man that they had gone to the dogs. For instance, they would fill the pockets in the old clothes that they shipped with the odd stub of a cheroot or cigarette or with torn scraps of newspapers and magazines showing scantily clad women, knowing how deeply he abhorred smoking or the images of licentious women.




  Elias never did realize it was all a joke and was convinced his two older sons had sold their souls to the Devil. He told Flora he would never allow them to set their sinful feet inside his house again.




  SHORTLY AFTER THE departure of Herbert and Raymond, genuine disaster struck the rest of the Disney household. The family and the livestock got their water from a well on the farm, which, they had been assured by the previous owners, was one of the purest in the county. But after swine fever hit the hog herd, Elias came down with a bad case of typhoid. Authorities who came to analyze the well announced it was questionable whether it was suitable for animals and definitely unfit for human consumption. Luckily, Flora, Roy, and Walt all remained untouched by the tainted water, but Elias had to be sent to a hospital, where he hovered between life and death for several weeks.




  Meanwhile, Roy, as the eldest male left in the household, took over the farm chores and the remaining livestock and labored manfully to keep things going. But it was soon obvious to Flora that even with her help and that of Walt, he could not manage and still keep up his schooling. Elias returned from the hospital in need of a long convalescence. He was unfit to undertake any strenuous work on the farm, so Flora persuaded him that there was only one thing to do—sell the farm and return to the city. It was midwinter, 1908-9, and the Midwestern plains were subjected to an even more bitter winter than usual. While the frail and sickly Elias Disney huddled in his chair near the stove, his two sons, Roy and Walt, trudged through the snow nailing signs to trees and fences, announcing the forthcoming auction of their farm.




  Sometimes the local physician Dr. Caleb Sherwood, who made his rounds in a beautiful cutter drawn through the snow by a magnificent stallion called Rupert, would pick them up and give them a lift into Marceline. Walt, who hated the cold, always remembered the joy of snuggling under the thick fur rugs draped across the front seat of the sleigh and peeping out at the round rump of Rupert steaming in the frozen air.




  Walt was almost eight years old at the time, and Flora had now managed to buy him a book for his drawings. Doc Sherwood liked what he had seen of Walt’s sketches of the lamented Porker and Martha, the hen, and he encouraged him to continue. When Walt tearfully told him that Porker was dead and Martha had now been put into the family pot, he took the boy home and down to the barn in his yard where Rupert was stabled when his day’s work was over. Handing him cardboard and crayons, he told Walt to make him a picture of the horse.




  After he had inspected the finished drawing, Doc Sherwood announced himself satisfied. He handed the boy a whole fifty-cent piece and said he would buy it. It was Walt Disney’s first commission, the first time in his life he was ever paid for a picture. It is one more drawing by the young Walt Disney that has since disappeared.




  THEY GOT A good price for the farm at the auction, enough, at any rate, to pay off their mortgage and their debts and have something left over with which to start again.




  Elias started making plans to move his family to Kansas City, but Flora would not hear of leaving right away. Now that they had a little money in the bank, she said, she was determined to see that the two boys finished the school year in Marceline. (She didn’t worry too much about Ruth since girls’ education did not get the same consideration in those days.) She maintained that taking them out of a small-town school and plunging them into a big-city educational establishment without careful preparation might well prove too much of a psychological wrench.




  So, although the family farm was sold in 1909, it was not until the summer of 1910 that they rented a house on East 31st Street in Kansas City, and a few months later moved again to 3028 Bellefontaine Avenue.




  Footnote




  * These early impressions made such an impact on Walt Disney that he often used to recall them in later life. This and other quotations are reconstructed from later conversations—with the author during several interviews and with directors and animators (like Ken Annakin and Ward Kimball) with whom he frequently reminisced.
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  ELIAS DISNEY PASSED his fifty-first birthday shortly after they all arrived in Kansas City, but his family did not celebrate the occasion, knowing how much the head of the household disapproved of such frivolities. In any case, Elias was not in the mood to salute another milestone in his life. To be over fifty could be the beginning of old age in those days, and Elias was already behaving like an old man.




  The years and his recent illness had sapped his strength, and his outlook on life had soured. In earlier days he had been interested in left-wing politics and had always closely related his religious with his ideological beliefs. Though he still professed faith in the same religious and political standards—attended church and spoke at left-wing meetings and regularly continued to vote for the Socialist leader, Eugene Debs—his glowing vision that a brighter new world would soon be dawning seemed to have dissipated and bitter pessimism had taken its place.




  Walt had always been too afraid of his father to realize he had now got worse. It was his brother, Roy, who made Walt aware of the change in him and of how deeply he resented it. Roy complained to Walt that their father had become a hypocrite. Back in Chicago, he pointed out, while it was true Elias had seen no contradiction in being a Christian Socialist while running a prosperous capitalist enterprise at the same time, he had at least given some of his money to worthy causes. But now all he seemed to think of was making money for himself and doing it by exploiting everyone around him.




  His father had become a fraudulent windbag, Roy told his brother. He was nothing but a ruthless capitalist exploiter, just like all the others, especially where his own sons were concerned.




  And, in one way, it was true. Too physically frail to do manual work anymore, Elias put his sons to work for him—and, in Roy’s view, cheated them. After looking around Kansas City for a way of making money, Elias had decided his best bet was obtaining a franchise from the circulation people of the local newspapers, the morning Kansas City Times, and the Evening and Sunday Star group. The circulation manager of the Star group was not too eager to turn the franchise over to Elias since he thought he looked too old and ill. Elias, however, swore he would prove a better delivery contractor than any he had already franchised if only he were given a chance to prove himself.




  Roy was out of school by now and was immediately recruited as a delivery boy. Soon afterward so was Walt, though he was only ten years old. When the boys asked about pay, Elias told them they would receive no actual wages, but he swore he would reward them by investing a regular sum for each of them for every week’s work they did for him.




  It was midwinter when the boys’ chores began. Elias, of course, was too frail to do the rounds regularly with them; however, he did accompany them occasionally but only to keep a hawklike eye on them to see that they were obeying the rules he had laid down.




  Roy and Walt had to crawl painfully out of their warm beds at 3:15 every morning; slog their way through the dark, frigid, snowbound suburban streets, loaded down with papers; and slip and stumble as they mounted the icy steps to the customers’ houses. Almost invariably double storm doors confronted them, one of which had to be pried open and the newspaper securely anchored inside. It was dreadfully hard work, especially for a ten-year-old boy, and Walt had a terrible time trying to remember which customers took the Times and didn’t take the Star, or vice versa. Sometimes he had to retrace his steps and rescue a paper he had delivered to the wrong house, wasting precious time and missing his breakfast, and he was often punished for arriving late at school. When school was over for the day, Walt had to rush back to the newspaper office to collect the afternoon Star and once more make the delivery rounds.




  Sundays brought no respite. In fact both boys found it a particularly hard day because the Sunday edition of the Star bulged with advertisements and was heavy and awkward to lug around. But when the boys grumbled about it, Elias gave them a solemn lecture, saying they should give thanks for being so usefully occupied on the Lord’s day and should be glad that they had only one newspaper to deliver and only church services and Sunday school classes to attend afterward.




  Walt Disney remembered that he was always so tired that he sometimes fell asleep while making the rounds, napping in doorways or outhouses. So anxious was Elias to prove to the Star people and to the customers that he was well up to the demands of the franchise, he refused to let his sons deliver in the manner American newsboys have made famous—by riding down the street on their bikes and hurling the rolled-up papers onto the porch or the garden paths of the customers’ houses. Elias insisted the papers be kept impeccably flat and delivered, unrolled, on the customers’ doorsteps. In addition, they must be anchored down by a brick or stone to prevent them from blowing away.




  Elias recruited a team of newsboys to help them. It was impossible for Elias to hold back the pay of his newsboy team—he had to give them the going rate of $2.50 a week—but he still kept his purse shut tight when it came to his own sons. He kept reminding them that he was investing their wages—in what he said was a thriving jelly factory run by a friend of his in Chicago—and that, one day, they would thank him for providing each of them with a nest egg.




  Roy finally insisted on being given at least some of his back pay, and there was a showdown. Elias explained to the boys that he couldn’t give them anything because the factory was having “a little money trouble,” and though their nest eggs were safe, they couldn’t be touched for the moment. Roy refused to believe his father and insisted they were being “cheated.”




  Walt wanted pocket money. Without telling his parents, he got a job working in the candy store during lunch recess at school. At least this enabled him to satisfy his sweet tooth and earn a quarter or so a week from the proprietor.




  Then one morning someone not on his list of regular newspaper customers stopped him and mentioned he would like to become a subscriber, so Walt went down to the Star offices and ordered extra papers. Other new customers followed.




  He now had a spare newspaper route of his own going, the existence of which he concealed from Elias. It meant getting up at 3 A.M. instead of 3:15 A.M.; he was even more frequently late for school and so exhausted when he got there that he dozed through the lessons. But, as he said later, “I had inexhaustible energy in those days, and I didn’t mind being scolded by my parents for bad marks and beaten by my teachers for inattention. In any case, I needed the money. I ate candy like a mad fool.”




  IT WAS JUST about this time that Walt’s older brother finally decided he had had enough. He confided one night to Walt that he was getting out and was gone by morning. Flora Disney wanted to report her son missing to the police, but Elias forbade it and told his wife and Walt he never wanted to hear Roy’s name mentioned in the house again. A letter came a week later from Elias’s brother, Will Disney, to say Roy had turned up at his farm in Ellis, Kansas, and was helping with the harvest.




  “I told you I never wanted to hear his name again,” Elias thundered. “He has turned his back on us—and on God.”




  Roy Disney never did go back home to his parents. In 1913, he took a job as a clerk in a bank in Kansas City at nineteen dollars a week. And in 1917, when rumors of American involvement in World War I began to sweep the country, he volunteered for the navy and was sent to the Great Lakes Training Camp nineteen miles north of Chicago.




  At about the same time, Herbert Disney, the oldest Disney son, who had run away from home with his brother Raymond some years earlier, turned up again. He brought with him a wife and daughter and asked for help because he was out of a job. After he had humbly apologized to Elias for his previous transgressions, he was grudgingly given accommodations in the family home on Bellefontaine Avenue.




  But Elias was restless again, and Herbert’s arrival seemed to catalyze a sudden itch to get moving. He announced to his family that he was selling off the newspaper franchise and turning the Bellefontaine house over to Herbert and that they were moving back to Chicago. This, he explained to Walt, would give him a chance to keep a closer watch on “our investment.” He had been offered a job in the Chicago jelly factory run by his friend. In addition to making jelly, it seemed, it was about to expand and would soon begin turning out a new soft drink called Ozell, which was going to make their fortune. In return for investing a further sixteen thousand dollars in the factory (“Part of it was the money he’d squeezed out of Walt and me,” Roy would say later), Elias would run the operation and wait for the profits to roll in.




  Once more Flora Disney put her foot down. Walt and his sister, Ruth, were still in school in Kansas City, and she was determined Walt should not be taken out of school until the end of the term. Elias was adamant in refusing to let her stay behind with her son, so it was finally arranged that Walt should lodge with Herbert and his family in the Bellefontaine house until school was over.




  Walt was delighted. It enabled him to carry on with his bootleg newspaper route until the summer term at school came to an end; then, he sold it to the man who had bought his father’s franchise and took a summer job as a news butcher on the Pacific Railroad running between Kansas City and Jefferson, Missouri.




  “What more could a young boy want?” he asked later. “I was seeing the world and earning money while doing it! In addition, I didn’t have my father always hovering over me, badgering me. I don’t want anyone to think my father was a tyrant, but he did have a terrible temper, and he was always trying to make you do things for which you weren’t suitable. For instance, I was only fifteen then but I already knew I wanted to draw. But when I told my father, he just scoffed at me and said if I was foolish enough to want to become an artist, I should learn the violin; and then I could always get a job in a band if I was in need of money. He tore up my drawings, brought out his own violin, and forced me to saw and scrape at it for hours every day, although he must have known from the squawks I was making I was tone-deaf and would never be any good at music.




  “It was good to get away from him—and from that fiddle,” he added. “Even I hated the sounds I was making.”




  It was not until the end of the summer of 1917 that he finally moved to Chicago. His family was now living at 1523 Ogden Street and he enrolled for his final year in school at McKinley High School on Adam Street. The main attraction of McKinley for Walt was that it had a school newspaper called The Voice, and it printed drawings. He persuaded the editorial committee to let him be junior art editor.




  His illustrations were crude attempts at imitating local cartoonists and humorous drawings he saw in Judge and Life, and the jokes he appended to them were poor; but at least he was aware of his lack of expertise and was not afraid to work at the job of conquering his amateurishness.




  While still in school, he enrolled as a night student at the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts, though he did not tell his father and paid the fees out of his savings from Kansas City.




  The academy was a private institution, run by a dedicated teacher named Carl Wertz. What differentiated Wertz from the other art teachers in the city was that he encouraged his pupils to draw from live models—hens, cats, chickens, dogs, even human beings. It made all the difference to Walt in improving his technique, and Wertz particularly liked the comic, almost satirical, line he put into his caricatures of the birds and animals, though he didn’t do so well with the human models.




  Walt didn’t tell Wertz, but it was almost like being back on the farm again. “All I needed was Porker,” he said later.




  Some of the teachers at the academy worked as cartoonists on Chicago newspapers, and it was because of one of them, Leroy Gossett of the Chicago Herald, that he became interested in learning cartooning techniques.




  Under Gossett, Walt improved a lot and began to concentrate on his ideas and put flair and humor into his work. On one occasion the most famous Chicago cartoonist of the day, Carey Orr of the Tribune, took the class. Orr was impressed with Walt’s work, so much so that he invited Walt to visit him at the Tribune office and introduced him to the rewrite editors and the reporters. Walt came away filled with the ambition to be a newspaper cartoonist like Carey Orr.




  DESPITE THE GAP in their ages, Walt missed his brother, Roy, whose practical view on life he had grown to admire and respect. But except that they knew that he was now fighting in the war, it was hard to get news of him because all letters from him were burned in the stove by the unforgiving Elias. It was not until Walt celebrated his sixteenth birthday that his mother revealed what Roy was doing. News had secretly reached her—by way of her brother-in-law, Will Disney, in Kansas—that Roy was now on active duty with the U.S. Navy. He was serving on a destroyer convoying merchant ships between America and Europe.




  How Walt envied him! He was suddenly desperately eager to see his brother again and also longed to emulate him and serve with U.S. forces in the war. For the moment this ambition drove all thought of a cartooning career out of the boy’s head, and he began haunting army and navy recruiting offices in an attempt to enlist. He was always turned away for being underage and underweight.




  But like many another patriotic American in those days, he was determined to get into the war somehow. So he added a year to his age and persuaded a Red Cross recruiter in Chicago to let him join up with one of the units due to be shipped to France.




  After persuading the recruiter, he had to go home and argue his parents into letting him go. Flora was reluctant, but once she was convinced of his determination, she went to work on Elias. He didn’t approve of this war in any shape or form and withheld his consent for weeks. There were many fierce arguments before Flora won the day.




  But by the time Elias had grudgingly agreed and the Red Cross induction formalities were completed, it was 1918 and World War I was all but over. Walt sailed for France aboard the SS Vaubin in November 1918, with the last batch of fifty Red Cross volunteers to be shipped to the war.




  He would miss Roy, who was being invalided out of the service at that very moment. And he would miss the fighting. But he would at least see the devastated lands over which the so-called “War to End All Wars” had been fought. Moreover, he would be fulfilling a long-cherished ambition to see something of the world beyond Missouri and Chicago.
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  A GIRL NAMED Su Pitowski had been in Walt Disney’s class during his year at McKinley High, and he thought she was the most beautiful, but also the most unattainable, girl he had ever seen. Bright eyed, glowing with energy, vocal, and intelligent—she had so many beaux hanging around her after school that he could never get near enough to catch her eye and decided she would never notice him even if he did. Nevertheless, he tried everything to attract her attention and win her esteem. He took up tennis because she played the game, but since the sexes were segregated on the courts, he never did succeed in playing with her. As he said later, however, “The thought that she might be watching me did improve my backhand enormously.”




  Then he discovered Su had a brother who was in the army and fighting in France, and this explained why she was so madly patriotic. She took part in school plays in which she wrapped herself in an American flag and declaimed passionate verses about the gallantry of our boys “over there.” She also wrote pieces in the McKinley High newspaper, The Voice, exhorting readers to do more for the war effort.
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