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Praise for Lead Like Walt

“In Lead Like Walt, Pat Williams and Jim Denney have captured the management, leadership, and creative talent Walt Disney possessed. I often use one of Walt’s quotes in my seminars: ‘Always fight for quality, whether giving or receiving.’ During my time as Executive Vice President of Operations for the Walt Disney World® Resort I often thought, like many Cast Members do, What would Walt do? If you want to be great at what you do, I suggest you study this book and learn from Walt, and then you will know what to do when opportunities and obstacles appear in your life.”

—Lee Cockerell

Executive Vice President (retired and inspired), Walt Disney World® Resort Author of Creating Magic: 10 Common Sense Leadership Strategies from a Life At Disney

“We all know Disney the company, but some may have overlooked Disney the man. Pat Williams and Jim Denney bring Walt Disney to life in Lead Like Walt. Disney was part visionary, part entrepreneur, and part creative genius. Walt meshed the parts together through his leadership by bringing people together to share in that vision. Walt used his imagination to conceive of where to go next, but he challenged his team to bring those visions to life. Disney’s leadership serves as an example of how to bring great people together in order to create a bigger, bolder, and brighter future. Lead Like Walt is a joy to read and, as all books by Pat Williams, it is a rich reservoir of leadership wisdom.”

—John Baldoni

Inc.com Top Leadership Expert and Speaker, Executive Coach Bestselling Author of 14 Books, Including GRACE: A Leader’s Guide to a Better Us

“Pat Williams has done a remarkable job of telling a very inspirational story of Walt Disney and the attributes that made him so successful. I highly recommend his book to help motivate you to a future you did not know was possible.”

—Don Iwerks

Former Disney Executive, an Oscar Winner and Co-founder of Iwerks Entertainment

“More than 30 years ago, Pat Williams turned a dream into a reality when he guided the efforts to bring the NBA and the Orlando Magic to our city. In Lead Like Walt, Pat, a visionary in his own right, gives readers a glimpse into one of the great dreamers of all time, Walt Disney, and the principles and tactics we all can use to make an impact on the lives of others.”

—Orlando Mayor Buddy Dyer

“This book is an ‘E’ ticket if there ever was one. Authors Williams and Denney take you on a real-life Disney adventure through the eyes and experiences of the people who helped the man inside the mouse accomplish a world of wonders.

—Ron Stark

Director of S/R Laboratories® Animation Art Conservation Center Courvoisier Galleries® of San Francisco

“Lead Like Walt is Pat Williams’ best thinking on how to be effective in an ever-changing marketplace. It’s a page-turner with actionable insights for leaders in any size organization. In fact, I am buying copies for my leaders and friends right away. This is a must-read. Thank you, Pat, for always expanding our minds and engaging our hearts to lead differently.”

—Simon T. Bailey

Author of Be the Spark: Five Platinum Service Principles to Keep Customers for Life

“Great leaders turn visions into reality by empowering, inspiring, and motivating people. Walt Disney was a great leader. In Lead Like Walt, Pat Williams has broken down the essentials of Walt Disney’s leadership style, so that all of us can learn from his example. Whether you lead a scout troop, a corporation, or a nation, the insights in this book will make you a more effective leader.”

—Senator George J. Mitchell

Former Chairman of The Walt Disney Company

“A delightful book that illuminates the essential leadership qualities of Walt Disney related through the eyes of Pat Williams, an equally imaginative and insightful leader. Chock full of memorable stories, firsthand experiences, and practical advice on being an exemplary leader regardless of where you are on your own leadership journey.”

—Barry Posner, Accolti Professor of Leadership at the Leavey School of Business, Santa Clara University
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In memory of Diane Disney Miller, and in gratitude to her family for sharing with me their memories of Walt Disney



Foreword

A Magical Tour of Walt’s Life

We were born in southern California and spent a lot of time at Disneyland in our early years. Even after we moved to Fresno, four and a half hours from Anaheim, Mom made a point of regularly driving us to Disneyland, our favorite place to go.

During the drive, we’d sit in the backseat and plan our strategy—Indiana Jones Adventure as soon as the gates opened, then circle back to the Jungle Cruise, then dash to Tomorrowland and hit Star Tours and on and on. We’d have it all figured out—though we almost always underestimated the wait times in line.

We never minded the lines. Just being in Disneyland was a magical experience, even if we had to wait forty-five minutes to board the next ride. As much as we loved Space Mountain and the Matterhorn Bobsleds, we didn’t just go for the thrill rides. We always made a point of visiting the classic attractions that Walt Disney dreamed up, such as Great Moments with Mr. Lincoln and the Enchanted Tiki Room.

Of course, there was a lot more to our childhoods than trips to Disneyland. Mom is a high school math teacher (now retired) who speaks English, Spanish, and German. She surrounded our lives with good music, great books, plays, and sports. Mom would also take us to our grandparents’ home, where my grandmother had literally thousands of books lining her floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, including every Caldecott Award–winning book ever published.

We had well-rounded childhoods, and we learned to love literature, folk tales, and the arts. Mom encouraged our creativity. Brook especially enjoys writing, and Robin likes to draw. There are few things that inspire our creative impulses more than the creations of Walt Disney.

As we grew up, we both became curious about Walt. Who was this man who had a whole company named after him—and, in fact, entire Magic Kingdoms named after him? What kind of childhood did he come from? What were his early influences? What kind of leader was he? What challenges and obstacles did he face? How did Disneyland come to be built?

We started reading about Walt and the history of his company and the history of Disneyland. We read Pat Williams’s previous Disney-related book, How to Be Like Walt—a treasury of Disney insight if there ever was one. And now we’ve read Lead Like Walt, which is packed with new stories and insights focused on Walt’s amazing leadership example.

One fact seems obvious as we look at Walt’s life: He would have accomplished great things no matter what field of endeavor he chose. His early life experiences happened to incline him toward animation and movies and theme parks. If he’d had different early influences but the same character and attitude toward leadership, he could have easily been a great NBA coach, military leader, or American president. Walt’s traits—vision, communication skills, people skills, character, competence, boldness, and a serving heart—would have equipped him well as a leader in any arena.

As a leader in the entertainment field, he changed the world for the better. In fact, it’s hard to imagine a world without Disneyland and Disney movies. There is so much we can learn about leadership from Walt. Pat Williams and Jim Denney have done us all a service by extracting these lessons from his life.

What are your dreams? What are your goals? How do you want to change the world for the better? Take a magical tour of Walt Disney’s life. Learn what it means to lead like Walt.

Then do as he did, and make this world a happier and more magical place.

Brook Lopez

Milwaukee Bucks

Robin Lopez

Chicago Bulls



Introduction

Mentored by Walt

I never met Walt Disney, yet I feel I’ve been mentored by him.

In mid-1986, I moved from Philadelphia to Orlando to kick-start a brand-new NBA franchise, the Orlando Magic. Central Florida, the home of the Walt Disney World Resort, is steeped in the lore and legend of Walt Disney, even though he never lived here.

The more stories I heard about Walt Disney’s impact on my new hometown, the more I realized that, in building an NBA team from the ground up, I was attempting to do what Walt had already done many times in his life. When he built his animation studio, when he created Mickey Mouse, when he launched the first full-length animated feature, when he built Disneyland and dreamed of a vastly more ambitious project in Florida, Walt always started with a dream and turned it into a reality.

And he did it through leadership.

I define leadership as the ability to direct and motivate a team of people to achieve extraordinary goals. I wasn’t sure my leadership skills were up to the challenge of starting a team, getting the community behind it, funding and building an arena, persuading the NBA to award Orlando a franchise, and packing the arena with fans — but I knew Walt could teach me everything I needed to know. He had passed away two decades earlier, but many of the people Walt had mentored were living in Orlando and working at Walt Disney World. I sought them out and asked them for stories and insights about Walt.

Meanwhile, I read every book I could find about Walt. I made an intense study of his life. Along the way, I discovered what I call The Seven Sides of Leadership, seven key leadership traits that all great leaders must have: Vision, Communication Skills, People Skills, Character, Competence, Boldness, and A Serving Heart. I distilled those seven traits into a formula that I speak and write about, based on the leadership model of Walt Disney. I learned those seven leadership traits from Walt because he demonstrated them in abundance.

My friend Swen Nater, who played basketball for (and became a close friend of) legendary UCLA coach John Wooden, penned these lines about the Seven Sides of Leadership:

Seven things one must do

To be a leader right and true:

Have vision that is strong and clear;

Communicate so they can hear;

Have people skills based in love;

And character that’s far above;

The competence to solve and teach;

And boldness that has fearless reach;

A serving heart that stands close by

To help, assist, and edify.

If you possess the Seven Sides of Leadership, you’ll be an effective, successful leader in any field of endeavor. These seven traits are learnable skills. As you’ll discover as we examine the leadership life of Walt Disney, no goal is too daunting, no dream is out of reach, for a leader who leads like Walt.

In 2004, in partnership with Jim Denney, I wrote How to Be Like Walt — a motivational biography of Walt Disney, covering his entire life and legacy. The book remains in print to this day and at last count had more than 200 Amazon reviews averaging 4.7 out of 5 stars. One of the Disney family members I interviewed for that book was Walt’s nephew, Roy E. Disney, the son of Roy O. Disney. After I sent Roy a copy of the completed book, he sent me a handwritten note that I have framed on my office wall: “Dear Pat, thanks for including me in your terrific book about Walt! It’s wonderful! —Roy E. Disney.”

While writing How to Be Like Walt, I also had the joy of getting to know Walt’s daughter, Diane Disney Miller. She put me in touch with members of her family, including many of Walt’s grandchildren. The Disney family shared with me priceless insights about Walt.

After How to Be Like Walt was published, I sent a signed copy to Diane, and she called me and told me she was thrilled with the book—it had captured the spirit of the man she called “Daddy.” Five years after the book was released, I received an invitation to the grand opening of the Walt Disney Family Museum. Diane Disney Miller and the Disney family had built a beautiful tribute to Walt in San Francisco. I wanted so badly to be there, but I wondered if I could justify the time and expense of a Florida-to-California flight for a one-night event.

I showed the invitation to my wife Ruth, who said, “Pat, you need to be there. You’ve become part of the Disney clan ever since How to Be Like Walt came out.” Ruth was right. I took her advice and booked a flight to San Francisco.

Arriving at the Presidio, where the Disney Family Museum is housed, was a double treat for me. The Presidio is a former US Army fort at the northern tip of the San Francisco Peninsula. The fort was once commanded by another of my leadership heroes, General John J. “Black Jack” Pershing. The setting is breathtaking, with a commanding view of the Golden Gate Bridge.

The moment I stepped into the museum, I was surrounded by the life and accomplishments of Walt Disney. I spent several hours tracing his career through one exhibit after another. The museum encompasses 40,000 square feet, and I could have easily spent days there. It contains galleries of background art and animation drawings, interactive displays, listening stations, a twelve-foot-wide model of Disneyland (as it appeared circa 1959), and more. A display case in the lobby contains many of the awards Walt earned throughout his career, including his many Academy Awards and the Presidential Medal of Freedom. A state-of-the-art theater shows Disney movies throughout the day, and Walt’s backyard steam-powered train, the Carolwood Pacific Railroad, is on display.

As I viewed all the artwork, photographs, and film clips from Disney motion pictures, one word echoed in my thoughts: leadership. Here was a man who packed many careers into a life that was tragically cut short at age sixty-five. Through the museum displays, I traced his various careers as a cartoon producer, a live-action feature film producer, a documentary filmmaker, a motion-picture technology inventor (who held numerous patents), a beloved TV host, a theme park impresario, and a producer of Olympic Games events and World’s Fair exhibits.

It seemed almost impossible that one man could accomplish so much. But those accomplishments prove that Walt was one of the greatest leaders this world has ever seen. He led the Disney company from its founding in 1923 until his death in 1966, a tenure of about forty-three years. The foundation he laid for his company was so strong and durable that the company has lasted for nearly a century. The imprint of his values and his personality were stamped so indelibly on the company that it has continued to thrive and grow for more than five decades following his death.

Today, The Walt Disney Company is a diversified multinational entertainment company and the world’s largest media conglomerate (in terms of revenue)—larger than either NBC-Universal or Warner Media. Walt once sent his brother Roy to New York to beg the ABC television network for money to build Disneyland. Today, Disney owns ABC. The name Disney has become synonymous with happiness, because happiness was Walt’s product. He brought joy and delight to millions of families around the world.

Those were my thoughts as I walked into the dining room at the Walt Disney Family Museum. I looked across the room, spotted a woman, and instantly thought, “That must be Diane Disney Miller.” I had never met her before, though we had talked many times on the phone. The Disney family resemblance was unmistakable. I walked up and introduced myself. Her eyes lit up and she said, “Pat! I’m so glad you came!” And we talked as if we had known each other all our lives. She could not have been more gracious.

Finally, she said, “Where are you sitting for dinner?”

“Well, I don’t know. I was going to—”

“Pat, you’re sitting with us at the Disney family table.”

What an honor! There I was with Diane and her husband Ron Miller and the entire Disney family. They all made me feel right at home. It was a wonderful evening in which several hundred people were gathered in one place to celebrate the life and achievements of Walt Disney—a kind and generous father and grandfather, a man of extraordinary imagination and genius, and one of the most accomplished leaders of all time.

I flew back to Florida the next day with my mind whirling. Most of my thoughts were about Walt himself, the model leader. This was more than a decade ago. In the years since, I have been reading more about Walt. I’ve interviewed more people who knew Walt or studied his leadership style. I thought we had said all there was to say about him in How to Be Like Walt. How wrong I was! Walt still has so much more to teach us about living a life of leadership and achievement.

That’s why I have written this new book about Walt Disney, focused exclusively on his leadership example. I finally get to share all the leadership-related stories and insights I’ve been gathering since the publication of How to Be Like Walt. The principles he lived by while building his entertainment empire are the same principles you and I can use in our leadership lives today. These timeless principles are transferable to any leadership arena, any team, any organization. No matter what your age or level of experience, these insights will enable you to become a more effective, influential, and successful leader.

If you’ve already read How to Be Like Walt, you’ll be pleased to know that this new book is packed with recently uncovered stories, fresh insights, and powerful leadership principles that have emerged from my recent exploration of Walt’s life.

You may not be a “born leader.” That’s fine. Neither was I, and neither was Walt. There was nothing about Walt’s humble beginnings as a Missouri farm boy that suggested the life of bold leadership he would lead. He learned and earned his leadership role the hard way, through trial and error, through on-the-job experience.

In the next chapter, I’ll give you an overview of Walt’s life and career, paying special attention to those moments in his life when he learned a crucial leadership lesson or displayed a leadership trait. Then in the following chapters, we’ll break down his leadership example into the Seven Sides of Leadership. I think you’ll be fascinated to discover how these seven leadership principles fueled Walt’s success at various stages of his career.

So turn the page with me and let’s discover how to lead—and succeed—like Walt.
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1

From Humble Origins to Magical Achievements



On Monday, November 28, 1966, newspapers across the country published a story by Associated Press columnist Gene Handsaker that read:

Walt Disney turns 65 next Monday—deeply involved as usual in projects ever bigger and more diverse.

But only quiet notice is being taken of the occasion. Disney has been taking it easy since he was hospitalized this month for surgery to remove a lesion from his left lung. He’s already back in his office and expects to resume a full work schedule in about a month.

The ever-expanding galaxy of Disney enterprises, ranging from a 27,500-acre Florida amusement center to “people mover” cars for Disneyland, and perhaps for crowded cities, spun along smoothly in the head man’s absence. . . .

In an interview, [Walt Disney said], “There’s no magic to my formula. Maybe it’s because I just make what I like—good human stories.” . . .

On a recent rainy day at his sprawling studio, a thirty-year associate was asked to talk of Disney. “Simplest guy in the world,” said the aide. “He has no airs or pretense. Drives his own car. Likes lawn bowling and reading and is crazy about his seven grandchildren.” . . .

Others have described him as a complicated man who flies from project to project in his company’s private jet but takes time to check burned-out light bulbs and dirty washrooms.1

Handsaker went on to describe Walt’s many current and future projects: Blackbeard’s Ghost and The Jungle Book were in production. Imagineers were busily expanding Tomorrowland in Disneyland while planning a $33 million Disney ski resort at Mineral King (a project that would later be abandoned). The Disney company had acquired 27,500 acres of Florida real estate (twice the area of Manhattan) for the $100 million Disney World project. Walt also planned to soon break ground for the $17 million campus of California Institute of the Arts.

All of these plans and dreams were being led by one amazing man, a leader who had already transformed the motion picture industry, invented a completely new kind of amusement park, and presented the world with such beloved creations as Mickey Mouse, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Fantasia, and Mary Poppins. What Gene Handsaker didn’t know when he wrote that column in late November was that Walt Disney would be dead in mid-December—struck down by cancer just as he was achieving his greatest triumphs as a leader.

We’ll never know what Walt might have achieved with another ten or twenty years. But we do know that he packed an incredible list of accomplishments into the years he was given. Such an amazing leader inspires us all the more when we realize that he started life as a Missouri farm boy who never finished high school.

Floyd Norman began his Disney career as an apprentice artist on Sleeping Beauty (1959) and worked as a story artist on Walt’s last animated film, The Jungle Book (1967). Reflecting on Walt in Fast Company, he wrote, “Even with his success, Disney regretted not having a college education. . . . A totally self-taught tycoon, he could easily have taught business-school graduates a thing or two. He knew his audience better than anyone. He never called them customers. They were his guests. . . . There was nothing cynical about Walt Disney. He truly believed in his special mix of business and magic. Lucky for us, we believed it as well.”2

What can we learn about leadership from the life of Walt Disney? Prepare to be astonished and inspired. Have I got a story for you.

Happy Years in Marceline

Walter Elias Disney was born in Chicago on December 5, 1901. His father Elias was a Canadian-born building contractor who had earned a dollar a day as a carpenter at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair (the Columbian Exposition). Elias also built the Disney family home at 1249 Tripp Avenue in Chicago, where Walt was born. Walt’s mother Flora, a former school teacher, had a lifelong passion for good books. She taught Walt to read before he entered kindergarten.

Elias Disney was known to be a rigid disciplinarian, yet he deeply loved his wife and children. Walt and his three older brothers respected Elias, but also had their struggles with him. In 1906, Elias moved his family from crime-ridden Chicago to a tranquil forty-five-acre farm outside of Marceline, Missouri.

Walt remembered nothing of his early years in Chicago. His first memories were of the bucolic life of a Missouri farm boy. His rural beginnings seem an unlikely starting point for one of the world’s great leaders. Yet as Walt’s longtime associate, Harrison “Buzz” Price, told me, “Walt was rooted to reality in Marceline. He grew up there around real people. He lived close to the earth, close to nature. He maintained that farm boy quality all his life.”

Walt showed an early aptitude for drawing. A retired physician in Marceline, Dr. L. I. Sherwood, once paid Walt twenty-five cents to draw his prize Morgan stallion. In a 1938 letter to the Marceline News, Walt recalled, “One of my fondest childhood memories is of Doc Sherwood. He used to encourage me in my drawing and gave me little presents for my efforts. One time I think he must have held a horse of his nearly all day so that I could draw it. Needless to say, the drawing wasn’t so hot, but Doc made me think it was tops.”3

Walt’s father discouraged his artistic ambitions and rebuked him for “wasting time” drawing pictures at the expense of his farm chores and school work. “He just scoffed at me,” Walt recalled, “and said that if I was foolish enough to want to become an artist, I should learn the violin. Then I could always get a job in a band if I was in need of money.”4

While in elementary school, Walt was given the assignment, along with the rest of the class, of observing and drawing a bouquet of flowers. Walt did more than observe—he used his imagination. When the teacher examined his drawing, she sharply admonished him: “Walter, flowers do not have faces!”

The boy’s reply: “Mine do.”5

Walt’s childhood on the farm outside of Marceline was happy. The farm animals were his friends. He’d greet them by name every morning, invent stories about them, and draw pictures of them. One fat piglet named Skinny followed him around like a puppy.

When illness made it impossible for Walt’s father to keep the farm going, he sold the property and livestock at a loss, including Skinny the pig. Walt wept bitterly as his animal friends were auctioned off. Elias moved his family to Kansas City, Missouri, and the happiest years of Walt’s life were over.

Diane Disney Miller recalled that her father never spoke of Kansas City, but he often recalled happy times in Marceline. Only when she became an adult did Diane learn that Walt only lived a few short years in Marceline. She was amazed to learn that he spent most of his boyhood in Kansas City. “I really thought he had spent his whole life [in Marceline] before I was born,” she said.6

Peter Whitehead, creative director of the Walt Disney Hometown Museum in Marceline, observed that Walt gave the town its identity. “The greatest advocate for Marceline,” he said, “was Walt Disney himself . . . [who said] that the greatest place in the whole world was Marceline, Missouri.”7

Formative Years in Kansas City

From the sale of the farm, Elias purchased a distribution route for the Kansas City Star. He hired delivery boys and made Walt and his brother Roy deliver papers without pay. The winters in Kansas City during Walt’s boyhood, among the coldest and harshest on record, left an indelible mark on his soul. In late October 1966, shortly before he learned he had terminal cancer, Walt spoke with Charles Champlin of the Los Angeles Times and reflected—candidly but without self-pity—on his bleak Kansas City boyhood:

I had to get up [at] 3:30 every morning. The papers had to be stuck behind the storm doors. You couldn’t just toss them on the porch. And in the winters there’d be as much as three feet of snow. I was a little guy and I’d be up to my nose in snow. I still have nightmares about it.

What I really liked on those cold mornings was getting to the apartment buildings. I’d drop off the papers and then lie down in the warm apartment corridor and snooze a little and try to get warm. I still wake up with that on my mind.

On nice mornings I used to come to houses with those big old porches and the kids would have left some of their toys out. I would find them and play with them there on the porch at four in the morning when it was just barely getting light. Then I’d have to tear back to the route again.8

Through much of his boyhood, Walt delivered papers before school and held down an after-school job in addition to his schoolwork. No wonder he grew up with such an intense work ethic. Though Walt didn’t complain, the abrupt transition from his idyllic life in Marceline to the trauma of a harsh life in Kansas City left him feeling cheated out of his childhood. Many years later, he observed rather wistfully, “Marceline was my only childhood.”9

Walt rarely spoke of his Kansas City years. The only childhood he ever mentioned or paid homage to in his films and at Disneyland was his all-too-brief childhood in Marceline.

Though the Kansas City years were hard years, they were formative. At Benton Grammar School in Kansas City, Walt met a school chum named Walter Pfeiffer. The two Walts became fast friends, and Pfeiffer introduced Disney to Kansas City’s world of entertainment, especially the movie houses and vaudeville stages. At school, Walt blossomed as a performer, entertaining friends with his Charlie Chaplin impressions and the funny stories he told while drawing pictures on a chalkboard. At night, he’d sneak out of the house with Walter Pfeiffer to see silent movies and stage plays.

Pfeiffer introduced Walt to a glittering amusement playland in Kansas City called Electric Park, which featured many of the same kinds of attractions that Disneyland is famed for today—thrill rides, a steam train that circled the park, spectacular fireworks displays, and more. That’s what Walt remembered when he said that Disneyland “has that thing—the imagination and the feeling of happy excitement—I knew when I was a kid.”10

In 1916, when Walt was fourteen, he was one of scores of newsboys invited to see a silent movie version of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs at the Kansas City Convention Hall. The film was shown on four giant screens simultaneously, and the sheer grandeur of the presentation made a deep impact on him. In 1938, a year after Walt released his wildly successful animated version of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, he wrote a column for the Scripps Howard newspaper chain, in which he recalled:

I was a dyed-in-the-wool movie fan back in the days when you could really call the movies flickers. . . . I saw Marguerite Clark in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs when I was a newsboy in Kansas City, and it made such an impression that I’m sure it had a bearing on my choosing the Grimm fairy tale for my first full-length production.11

When Walt was fifteen, his father sold the newspaper route. Elias had invested in a jelly-canning firm, the O’Zell Company of Chicago, and he and Flora moved to Chicago, along with Walt’s younger sister Ruth. Walt stayed in Kansas City with his brothers Herbert and Roy. He took a summer job as a “news butcher,” selling newspapers, candy, and tobacco to passengers on the train. Walt tipped the railroad men with tobacco products he paid for out of his own pocket, and they let him ride in the cab and blow the steam whistle.

At summer’s end, Walt moved in with his parents and sister in Chicago, where he enrolled at the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts. There he studied for a career as a newspaper cartoonist. He also attended McKinley High School (though he didn’t graduate), and he worked part-time at the O’Zell Company.

Walt applied for a post office job in the summer of 1918 but was rejected because he was only sixteen. He returned later the same day wearing one of his father’s suits. The same postmaster who had rejected his application that morning promptly hired him. This incident tells us a lot about Walt’s imaginative approach to solving problems—and his skill as a performer.

On September 4, 1918, Walt was working as a mail carrier at Chicago’s Federal Building when he narrowly escaped being killed in a terrorist attack. He was walking through the Adams Street lobby of the Federal Building when a powerful bomb exploded at the Adams Street entrance. Walt witnessed the billowing dust and deafening noise of the blast but was unhurt. The explosion killed four people and injured seventy-five others. One of the dead was Walt’s co-worker, William Wheeler. The bombing was blamed on the Industrial Workers of the World (also known as “the Wobblies”), a radical international trade union consisting primarily of Marxist, socialist, and anarchist members.

The bomb exploded near the entrance Walt always used to enter and exit the Federal Building. Had his timing been slightly different that day, the world might never have heard of Walt Disney.12


The Laugh-O-gram Disaster

In the closing months of World War I, Walt was turned down by both Army and Navy recruiters because of his age. Determined to serve his country one way or another, he used his artistic skills to alter the birthdate on his passport application and was accepted by the Red Cross ambulance corps. Walt’s training with the Red Cross was interrupted by the influenza epidemic of 1918. By the time he recovered from the flu and shipped out for France on November 18, the war had been over for a week. He arrived in Le Havre aboard a converted cattle ship on December 4, the day before his seventeenth birthday.

Walt spent nine months chauffeuring military personnel and trucking relief supplies to towns and villages ravaged by war. He spent his idle time drawing in his sketch book or painting cartoons on his vehicles. He also made pocket change painting fake medals on khaki uniforms so that soldiers could impress the mademoiselles. “That was great fun,” he recalled. “About a block away, it looked as though the town was full of Croix de Guerres! But it didn’t take the little Maries much time to find out that they were only painted on.”13

Walt lived frugally in France and sent money home to his mother via American Express. At his request, Flora used some of Walt’s money to buy a watch for his sister Ruth.

When Walt returned to the States in 1919, he went to Kansas City, where his brother Roy had arranged a job interview with an advertising agency. Walt had filled his sketchbook with drawings while overseas. That impressive portfolio persuaded the Pesmen-Rubin Commercial Art Studio to hire him as an apprentice advertising artist, creating illustrations for theaters and catalogs. There Walt met fellow artist Ub Iwerks. Ub would not only become Walt’s friend and collaborator but also the first artist to draw Mickey Mouse. In 1920, Walt and Ub moved to the Kansas City Film Ad Company, where they first experimented with hand-drawn animation.

As an animator, Walt was self-taught. He learned the basics of animation by reading two books he checked out from the Kansas City Public Library—Eadweard Muybridge’s The Human Figure in Motion (1901) and Animated Cartoons: How They Are Made, Their Origins and Development by Carl Lutz (1920). He used the photographic equipment at the Film Ad Company to make photostatic copies of the books.

In May 1922, Walt founded his own animation studio, Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc. He sold $15,000 of stock to local investors—equivalent to $190,000 today. For a twenty-year-old entrepreneur, Walt was a persuasive salesman. He set up shop in a five-room suite in the McConahay Building on East 31st Street and Forest Avenue. In spite of the sale of stock, Walt was undercapitalized and unduly optimistic. He overspent on office space, camera equipment, and staff salaries. He had a lot to learn about leadership, and he would learn it the hard way.

Laugh-O-gram’s cartoons put an updated twist on classic fairy tales—Little Red Riding Hood, Jack and the Beanstalk, Goldilocks and the Three Bears, and more. Walt’s cartoon series was popular with moviegoers, but when his distributor went bankrupt, Walt was forced to lay off employees and cut the pay of his artists. He gave up his apartment, slept on a couch at the office, and took his baths at the Union Station. His meals consisted of cold beans eaten straight from the can.

In 1923, Walt threw in the towel. Laugh-O-gram Films, Inc., filed for bankruptcy. Walt had failed in his first business venture.


A Fresh Start in Hollywood

Walt decided to move to Hollywood, the hub of the motion picture industry, and start over. The bankruptcy court allowed him to keep his movie camera and an unfinished film—the only print of Alice’s Wonderland, the first film in a series he called The Alice Comedies. Brimming with optimism, he treated himself to a first-class train ticket and arrived in California with a cardboard suitcase and forty dollars in his wallet. He later reflected:

I think it’s important to have a good hard failure when you’re young because it teaches you so much. I learned a lot out of that. Because it makes you kind of aware of what can happen to you. That such a thing can happen to anybody, and once you’ve lived through the worst, you’re never quite as vulnerable afterward.

Because of it, I’ve never had any fear in my whole life when we’ve been near collapse and all of that. I’ve never been afraid. I’ve never had the feeling I couldn’t walk out and get a job doing something.14

Walt arrived in Los Angeles in July 1923 and moved into a room he rented for five dollars a week from Robert Disney, his uncle, who lived on Kingswell Avenue in the Los Feliz section of L.A. After settling in, Walt went to visit his brother Roy, who was recovering from tuberculosis at the Veterans Hospital in Sawtelle (West L.A.).

At first, Walt wanted to quit the animation business and become a live-action movie director. He recalled in a 1959 interview, “I thought the cartoon business was established in such a way that there was no chance to break into it. So I tried to get a job in Hollywood, working in the picture business.”15 But after every studio slammed its door in his face, he decided to stick with what he knew best: animated cartoons.

Walt’s Uncle Robert let him use the garage next to the house as a studio. Walt set up a second-hand camera on an animation stand he built from scrap lumber and dry-goods boxes. It was a primitive arrangement, but Walt completed Alice’s Wonderland, performing all the animation and camera chores himself in that tiny twelve-by-eighteen garage. (In 1984, the garage that served as Walt’s first California studio was moved to the Stanley Ranch Museum in Garden Grove, not far from Disneyland.)

Walt sent his only copy of Alice’s Wonderland to Margaret Winkler of M. J. Winkler Productions. His Uncle Robert, meanwhile, urged him to get out of the movie business and find a paying job. But Walt couldn’t be dissuaded from his goals. On October 8, 1923, he cleared all his equipment and supplies out of Uncle Robert’s garage and moved three blocks down Kingswell Avenue. He set up his new studio in the back of the Holly-Vermont Realty office, which he rented for ten dollars a month.

A few days later, Walt rushed to the Veterans Hospital to see Roy. It was almost midnight when Roy awoke to find Walt standing over him, waving a piece of paper. It was a contract, offering Walt $1,500 each for six cartoons.

“Margaret Winkler wants the Alice Comedies,” Walt said. “Can you help me get this thing started?”

Roy questioned Walt. Could he deliver the cartoons on time? Had he figured out his costs and profit margins? Walt said yes—and Roy agreed to give Walt the loan he needed. Roy gave Walt $200 and he persuaded a reluctant Uncle Robert to lend Walt an additional $500.

On October 16, 1923, Walt signed the contract with Winkler. That date is observed as the founding of The Walt Disney Company.

Walt completed two Alice Comedies in the back of the realty office at 4651 Kingswell Avenue. In February 1924, he rented a more spacious storefront next door, at 4649 Kingswell, fired himself as an animator, and began hiring artists to take over the animation chores. In a 1949 interview, he recalled, “I’ve been an artist for thirty years, but there are guys in the studio who can draw rings around me. I never did anything [as an artist] that really satisfied me. . . . Long ago I discovered moviemaking is no one-man game.”16

Early in 1925, Walt placed a classified ad in the Los Angeles Times: “HELP WANTED: Young lady for ink tracing work. Must have steady hand. Must live in Hollywood. Apply DISNEY BROS. STUDIO, 4649 Kingswell Ave.”17 One of the applicants for the ink artist position was a young woman who recently arrived from Idaho named Lillian Bounds. She got the job. By July of that year, Walt and Lillian were married.

In January 1926, the Disney brothers moved their growing studio to 2719 Hyperion Avenue in Los Angeles. At Roy’s insistence, they renamed the company Walt Disney Studios. Roy felt that Walt, the creative half of the team, should be the face of the company.18 The world took no notice of that little startup. But today, the company Walt and his brother Roy founded in the rented backroom of a realty office is the largest entertainment conglomerate in the world, with annual revenue approaching $60 billion and assets approaching $100 billion.
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