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			Advance Praise for After Disney

			“Throughout this wonderfully written and fascinating story of talents, ambitions, clashes, failures, and successes I kept thinking, ‘Who can ever predict the path that life will turn?’ This was a great comfort to me. Again and again it was the serendipitous mix of new ‘actors’ arriving onto the stage that resulted in the most marvelous artistic and business accomplishments.

			To my eyes the invisible Hand of Providence is clearly at work in the way this history unfolded and that this book captured so beautifully.”

			—Glen Keane, Academy Award® winning Director, Animator, and Disney Legend

			“On each page, this inspiring book reveals new details regarding the transition from Walt Disney and his Nine Old Men, to the second renaissance of Traditional Animation. How the veterans who invented ‘The Illusion Of Life’ passed down their tribal knowledge, and craftsmanship to their apprentices who went on to bring you ‘The Little Mermaid,’ ‘Beauty and the Beast,’ and ‘The Lion King.’ This book also reports on the shift from a boutique family run studio to a corporate powerhouse. Mr. O’Brien is a respected journalist who gleaned, and meticulously fact checked each detail with the folks who were actually there—who shared with him their respect, passion, and love for hand drawn animation, soon perhaps a lost art. A page turner of animation history in a book you can trust, that inspires, and delights.”

			—Tony Anselmo, 
Animator, Voice of Donald Duck, and Disney Legend

			“I worked at the studio for forty years and voraciously read many, many books on Disney Studios. I learned more about the man Walt Disney from this book than any other book I’ve ever read—who he was, not what he did. Neil O’Brien has written an entirely fresh, compelling book full of incredibly well-researched, deep dive personal accounts from the primary players that ran the studio. How could there possibly be this many things I didn’t know about the second golden era of animated films—and I was there for the entire run! All written in such an engrossing, intimate way. Kudos to an epic book of animated proportions.”

			—Mike Gabriel, director of Pocahontas and The Rescuers Down Under
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			“Magic is only magic once upon a time.”

			—Walt Disney

		

	
		
			Timeline of Key Events

			December 15, 1966: Walt Disney dies from lung cancer

			December 20, 1966: Ron Miller joins Disney’s board of directors

			December 1967: Roy E. Disney joins Disney’s board of directors

			1968: Ron Miller is named executive producer, Walt Disney Productions

			Fall 1970: California Institute of the Arts (CalArts) opens

			December 24, 1970: The Aristocats is released

			Spring 1971: Disney’s animation training program begins

			October 1, 1971: Walt Disney World opens

			December 20, 1971: Roy O. Disney dies

			Fall 1975: CalArts Character Animation program begins

			March 4, 1977: Roy E. Disney leaves Walt Disney Productions, remains 
on board

			June 22, 1977: The Rescuers is released

			November 3, 1977: Pete’s Dragon is released

			December 16, 1978: The Small One is released

			September 13, 1979: Don Bluth leaves Disney Animation

			June 3, 1980: Ron Miller is named president of Walt Disney Productions

			July 10, 1981: The Fox and the Hound is released

			July 9, 1982: Tron is released

			October 1, 1982: EPCOT Center opens

			February 1983: Ron Miller is named CEO of Walt Disney Productions

			April 15, 1983: Tokyo Disneyland opens

			April 18, 1983: The Disney Channel is launched

			February 15, 1984: Touchstone Pictures is founded

			March 9, 1984: Splash is released

			March 9, 1984: Roy E. Disney resigns from Disney’s board of directors

			September 7, 1984: Ron Miller resigns from Walt Disney Productions, facing pressure from board

			September 22, 1984: Michael Eisner is named chairman and CEO of Walt Disney Productions, Frank Wells is named president and chief operating officer

			September 28, 1984: Country is released

			July 24, 1985: The Black Cauldron is released

		

	
		
			Prologue: Once Upon a Time…

			When Walt Disney died of lung cancer on December 15, 1966, Disney Animation almost disappeared with him. The loss of that storied Animation Department would have essentially killed off what is now a multibillion-dollar industry. Most of today’s major animation studios have roots in the Disney Animation Department of the 1970s and 1980s, as well as the Character Animation Department at the California Institute of the Arts—established in the mid-’70s as a feeder program for Disney. This era laid the groundwork for the Disney renaissance—a series of animated films beginning with 1989’s The Little Mermaid—as well as the creation of DreamWorks Animation and Pixar. It was also the breeding ground for major directors like Tim Burton (Wednesday, Batman), Brad Bird (The Incredibles, Ratatouille) and Henry Selick (Coraline). In 2023, the top seven most-streamed films in the U.S. were all animated.1 Given the medium’s current prominence, it seems inconceivable that it all nearly disappeared half a century ago—but looking back at 1966, it seemed equally inconceivable that Walt Disney would ever die.

			To those who knew Walt or watched him on television every week, he didn’t seem to be slowing down in his sixties. Even as he was aging before their eyes, his ambition was as great as any time in his company’s four decades of operation. He would occasionally acknowledge he wouldn’t live forever, but few took notice. In 1966, he gave an interview to Australian journalist Margaret Jones in which he mused about Walt Disney Productions “after Disney.” The reporter noticed something odd about the comment. Walt seemed to be talking about death, not retirement. Yet Jones admitted in her column that she couldn’t fully reconcile the comment. She wrote, “Disney may be near the age when most men start thinking of tending their gardens, but in many ways he is just beginning to reach his peak.”2 Mortality seemed to be incongruous with Walt’s boundless vision for the future.

			It’s believed Walt was unaware of his late-stage cancer throughout 1966 until just a few weeks before he died. The aging mogul was experiencing severe pain; he thought it stemmed from a decades-old polo injury from his early Hollywood days3—back when he and his brother Roy played against the likes of fellow moguls Jack Warner and Hal Roach. He seemed to not suspect the polo pain was instead caused by terminal lung cancer brought on by years of heavy smoking.

			In early November 1966, Walt went into the hospital for surgery. His health concerns were slipped into TV personality Ed Sullivan’s gossip column: “Walt Disney needs throat surgery.”4 The item was eclipsed by headlines of a more prominent patient undergoing throat surgery at the same time, President Lyndon Johnson. Two weeks later, Walt Disney Productions finally issued a public statement acknowledging part of Walt’s left lung was removed after a lesion was found. Perhaps because of LBJ’s favorable prognosis the prior week—a benign polyp on the president’s vocal cords—or because Walt himself was downplaying the severity of his cancer, most newspapers gave Walt a preordained happy ending: “All’s Well After Walt Disney’s Lung Surgery.”5 Only a few articles included: “[the studio] declined to disclose whether the tumor was malignant.”6

			After the diagnosis, Walt returned to the studio lot in Burbank. He had a drink in his office with one of his closest confidants, producer Bill Anderson.

			“They found a spot on my lung,” Walt said—as Anderson would later tell an interviewer.

			“Oh my God, Walt.” Anderson was in disbelief.

			“Don’t worry now, I’m gonna whip it. They found it, they’re gonna go in, take a biopsy and so forth.”7 It wasn’t until after Walt’s demise that Anderson looked back and realized Walt knew he was dying.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			At 9:30 a.m. on December 15, 1966, at St. Joseph’s Hospital directly across the street from his Burbank studio, Walt Disney lost his battle with lung cancer. He had just turned sixty-five a few days earlier. News of his death quickly spread across his empire. Within minutes, Walt Disney Productions VP Donn Tatum called Orbin “Mel” Melton, the president of Disney’s theme park design group WED Enterprises, to break the news. The men sat in stunned silence, unable to find any words to convey their grief. Minutes passed before either could hang up. “It is such a tragic thing,” Melton wrote later that afternoon. “It seems that he was just on the threshold of building the biggest dream I think a single man has ever dreamed,” referring to Walt’s plans for Disney World, which included a utopian Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow (EPCOT), as well as other projects like Mineral King, a ski resort, and the further expansion of Disneyland.8

			Walt’s employees were utterly devastated. “The only thing that came close to that, and it didn’t really come close, was the assassination of JFK,” recalls Floyd Norman, the studio’s first Black cartoonist, who got to know Walt well that final year while working in the Story Department on The Jungle Book. “That day, we were kind of thunderstruck, wondering what the hell had just happened.… It was a sense of disbelief, the sense of shock. It was watching grown men walk to the parking lot with tears in their eyes. Literally watching people weep at the Disney Studio.”

			Phones at the Disney Studio were ringing off the hooks with inquiries from around the world. When a French journalist called for confirmation, the studio scrambled to find someone who could translate the press release.9 They hadn’t appreciated that the grief over Walt’s death would be felt so widely and so personally. For years, “Uncle Walt” had been a staple in people’s homes via Disney’s weekly television show. California’s then governor-elect Ronald Reagan, who was also one of the TV hosts for Disneyland’s 1955 opening, said, “The world is a poorer place now.”10

			Walt’s brother and lifelong business partner, Roy O. Disney, took Walt’s death as hard as anyone. According to biographer Bob Thomas, Roy believed Walt had a “good chance” of making it—even just hours before he died.11 It made the sting of death that much harder. It also threw off Roy’s plans to retire. He was now seventy-three years old.

			The prospect of Walt Disney Productions without its founder and namesake was troubling to investors. In an interview where Walt mused about a world ‘after Disney,’ he said, “As well as I can, I’m untying the apron strings.”12 But if succession was on Walt’s mind, he left little evidence. In the minutes after his death, Disney stock plunged about 5 percent.13 Rumors were flying about possible takeovers.14 In a rare move, the New York Stock Exchange temporarily halted trading of Disney stock.15 It would be among the most uncertain moments in the history of the stock—eclipsed perhaps by a hostile takeover attempt nearly two decades later. Roy had to quickly assemble a statement to reassure investors. It read: “It was Walt’s wish that when the time came he would have built an organization with the creative talents to carry on.… We will continue to operate Walt Disney’s company in the way that he has established and guided it.”16 When trading resumed, Disney stock rebounded.17

			Roy’s statement laid out the company’s future priorities: film and television production, and the expansion of the theme park business. What was missing was any specific reference to the future of animation, once the core of the business. When Walt Disney moved to California in 1923, he operated his modest cartoon studio out of his uncle’s garage. His business grew exponentially as his films gained popularity, notably with the introduction of Mickey Mouse in 1928 and the first animated feature Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs in 1937. Walt started to branch into hybrid live-action/animation films in the late-1940s (Song of the South in 1948, So Dear to My Heart in 1949) to help his studio rebound from World War II—but animation was still at the heart of everything. The studio lot in Burbank, built after the success of Snow White, was designed around the animation process with an underground corridor connecting the Animation Building, where the characters were drawn, with Ink & Paint, where they were painted and readied for filming. Things began to change in the 1950s after Walt released his first non-animated film, Treasure Island (1950). He continued to expand into live-action movies, television, and in 1955, he opened Disneyland.

			By 1966, animation was a small part of the larger film and television portfolio, which itself represented less than half of the company’s annual income. Around the time of Walt’s death, films accounted for under 48 percent of the company’s annual income, Disneyland 35 percent, and the rest was largely divided between television, music, and merchandising.18 Animation was an expensive, time-consuming venture, and success was rarely instantaneous. After more than two decades and three rereleases, the animated film Bambi (1942) had finally earned about $8.6 million.19 By contrast, the Hayley Mills comedy That Darn Cat! (1965) earned $9 million in its first release,20 proving live-action films could be just as popular as animation and made with far less time and expense.

			With Walt gone, his brother Roy had to figure out how to keep Walt Disney Productions moving forward, including who should lead the film division. After conferring with Walt’s widow Lillian, Roy offered the job to Walt’s close aide, producer Bill Anderson.21 Anderson, a decade younger than Walt, grew up on a ranch in Cache County, Utah and moved to Hollywood in 1929. He abandoned his dreams of becoming either an actor or a lawyer, and instead worked for Firestone in production management.22 During World War II, he joined Disney to help with production control.23 In due time, Anderson rose through the ranks, from associate producer to the board of directors—and he was responsible for one of Disney’s biggest live action hits, Swiss Family Robinson (1960).

			In the wake of Walt’s untimely passing, Roy offered Anderson the role of Production chief, but it came with an unimaginable request.

			“Bill, when you finish the picture that we’re working on [The Jungle Book], I want you to close up Feature Animation.”

			Anderson objected, “Roy, that’s the most valuable thing we have.” He understood animated films differentiated Disney from other studios.

			Roy insisted, “Nobody could make feature animation pictures but Walt. I want you to close up Feature Animation.”

			“Roy, I won’t do that unless you write me a memorandum.”

			There was silence between the two men.

			Anderson continued, “I couldn’t do what you’re asking me to do. You have to write it, because I don’t think people would understand.” Walt’s passing was shock enough. Shutting down Animation so soon after his death would compound the trauma. Anderson needed to make the case to keep animation alive. He invoked Walt.

			“We already have an idea of what the next one will be and Walt has been in on it roughly,” he said.24 He was referring to The Aristocats, the story of a family of cats set to inherit their owner’s fortune. It had originally been conceived by longtime Disney executive Harry Tytle as a live-action project, but he and Walt later agreed it could work better as a cartoon.25 As early as 1965, The Aristocats was announced as the next animated feature after The Jungle Book.26 Anderson was hoping Walt’s initial green light was enough to convince Roy.

			Anderson said, “He didn’t approve [the story] but he did approve it as a project.” He decided to push his luck with Roy, “I’ll go ahead until I hear from you.”27

			With that, Anderson put the matter back in Roy’s hands. If Disney Animation was shutting down, Roy would have to be the one to do it. Anderson knew he bought the Animation Department some time, but he didn’t know how much.

			With the fate of Disney Animation now in question, The Aristocats took on new significance. It would be the first animated film without Walt’s direct involvement. It needed to be a success on its first release. In the decade before Walt’s death, Walt Disney Productions released only three full-length animated features: Sleeping Beauty (1959), One Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961), and The Sword in the Stone (1963). Sleeping Beauty was particularly expensive due to its larger-than-life 70 mm widescreen format, and when it didn’t recoup its costs, the Animation Department was hit with layoffs. The Aristocats could not afford to follow that model.

			Two weeks after Walt’s death—in the week between Christmas and the New Year—Bill Anderson assembled a creative team to discuss The Aristocats. The huddle included key members of the Animation Department: Ken Anderson, Larry Clemmons, Vance Gerry, Dick Lucas, and Wolfgang ‘Woolie’ Reitherman, as well as screenwriters Bill Walsh, Don DaGradi and producer Winston Hibler.28 This assembled team—responsible for Disney’s most treasured films, from Cinderella (1950) to Mary Poppins (1964)—were trying to sort through the film’s characters: who they were, what their names were, what they did and how many.

			“You got too damn many cats…” one of the men offered.

			“You need a dummy, you need a dopey, you need a cat that gets into trouble—a bad kid,” another suggested.

			“Certainly they have them in well-bred families as well as—don’t look at me!”

			They could still crack jokes, despite the seriousness of the assignment. The meeting concludes with the decision to continue building out the personalities and letting the story take shape from there.29

			What is remarkable about this story meeting is not just the free exchange of ideas, but how little Walt was discussed. Just two weeks after Walt’s death, no one mentioned anything along the lines of “Walt would have liked…” or “What would Walt do?” Disney storytelling was so ingrained in, and largely defined by, this group that they weren’t entirely paralyzed by Walt’s absence; with Walt’s ever-expanding portfolio demanding his attention, they had grown accustomed to his absences. When Walt was referenced, it was only to contextualize earlier conversations. For example, when the men started to discuss what era the story takes place, one chimed in, “Walt just said, ‘Why don’t you make it around the turn of the century sometime?’”30 The turn of the century coincided with Walt’s childhood, and it became an endless source of inspiration. It was the backdrop for films like Lady and the Tramp, So Dear to My Heart, Summer Magic, and Pollyanna, as well as Disneyland’s Main Street, U.S.A. As presented by Disney, this age is conflict free; the bumpiest ride on Main Street is a horse-drawn trolley. It is altogether fitting that the final animated film to receive Walt’s blessing would be set during his favorite era.

			Producer Harry Tytle is not listed as an attendee of this late December ‘66 story meeting, but the transcribed conversation shows he may have been there for at least one awkward moment. After much back-and-forth over how to streamline the story, one of the men said, “… Harry, we’re not talking about changing the whole story—it’s a matter of degrees.”31 Sometime around this meeting, Tytle was moved off the film. He wrote in his memoir, “My grief over Walt’s passing was heightened by the pain of losing my project, like offspring adopted from me without my consent.”32

			Given the abrupt nature of Walt’s death, Roy Disney formed an executive committee of Walt’s lead advisers to take charge of the studio’s creative decisions. It consisted of some of those involved in that early meeting shaping The Aristocats—Bill Anderson, Bill Walsh, Winston Hibler—as well as Harry Tytle, and director James Algar. None of the Animation Department veterans known as the Nine Old Men were included. The committee was rounded out by two junior members of the Disney family, Walt’s son-in-law Ron Miller and Roy’s son, Roy Edward Disney. The group reported up to Disney’s VP of Marketing, Card Walker.33 The effectiveness of the committee setup would later be questioned, but in the uncertain period after Walt’s demise, it allowed for checks and balances in an era where other studios were gambling away fortunes.

			Walt was a once-in-a-lifetime visionary, and his empire was so tied into his persona that it seemed no individual could replace him. However, Walt had hoped his beloved son-in-law could take over Walt Disney Productions when the time was right. Of Ron Miller, Walt once said, “I have great ambitions for him. He will run the Studio one day.”34 Walt seemed to see more potential in Ron Miller than perhaps anyone else. Five days after Walt’s death, Ron Miller was placed on the Disney board. More than a decade later, Walt’s dream of Ron taking the helm as president and CEO of Walt Disney Productions would come true.

			Ron Miller was born into a working-class family in April 1933, in Los Angeles. His father John was born in Trail, Canada, in 1905, more than a decade after that frontier city’s initial gold rush.35 Ron’s mother Stella was originally from Kentucky.36 Both made their way to California looking for better opportunities. For John, that meant steady employment at the Goodyear plant.37 For Stella, it meant odd jobs like working at Hoffman’s Chocolates38 and later, as a cheese wrapper at a grocery store.39 The family lived close to John’s job at the Goodyear plant, and growing up, Ron would go see Santa hitch a ride on the company’s famous blimp.40

			John Miller loved the mythology of the West, a mystique reinforced by the movies. When the Millers had a second child in 1936, they named him John Wayne Miller—even though “the Duke” was still a B-picture actor who hadn’t yet starred in Stagecoach. John Miller instilled in his sons a love of adventure and the outdoors. As an adult, Ron was able to fulfill his childhood dreams of being a cowboy at the Disney family’s Diamond D ranch in Wyoming.

			As a kid living in the shadow of Hollywood, young Ron loved going to the movies. Though Westerns were the family’s favorites, Ron was coming of age as Disney animation was in its prime—with movies like Pinocchio and Snow White. “I had grown up on Walt Disney,” he once said. “I had seen everything he had made.”41

			As he matured, Ron displayed innate charisma and athleticism. He would occasionally be confused for a matinee idol like Rock Hudson. Floyd Norman remembers, “The young Ron Miller, we’re talking movie star looks. The women wanted to be with him and all the men wanted to be him.” The statement belongs to a different era, but in a way so did Ron. He was the seeming embodiment of a certain kind of idealized 1950s American youth, which Life Magazine dubbed “The Luckiest Generation.”42 To put it another way, he was Disney’s Prince Charming in the flesh.

			In high school, Ron excelled at math and could compute complex problems in his head. Still, he was more of a jock than a star student and he could often be awkwardly quiet. He had a brash high school football coach who helped him get a scholarship to college. The coach called USC, demanding they help pay for Ron’s tuition or else he’d make sure Ron got into rival UCLA.43 It worked. Ron was accepted and attended USC on a football scholarship, just as his hero John Wayne had more than twenty-five years earlier. At USC, Ron majored in commerce and was known as “Mister 88,” his jersey number for the USC Trojans.44 At 6’4”, 204 lb., Ron was built for football.45 His USC teammates included future NFL cornerback Lindon Crow, future Disney executive Dick Nunis, and Al Baldock, who later mentored John Madden.46

			One of the biggest games of USC’s 1953 season was against rival UC-Berkeley on October 24. Seventy-eight thousand fans packed the stadium, including hundreds of USC students who made the trek up to Berkeley.47 California played a messy game, fumbling the ball more than a half a dozen times.48 USC took the lead and held it, despite California’s attempts at a comeback. The victory was so lopsided that Ron’s third-quarter touchdown almost seemed gratuitous to the reporters covering the game.49 The final score was 32–20, with USC prevailing. As triumphant as that day was for Ron, the next few hours would change his life forever. After the win, Ron’s teammate and close friend Tom Nickoloff arranged for a double date with Tom’s girlfriend’s roommate. Her name was Diane Disney.50

			Diane Marie Disney was born to Walt and Lillian Disney on December 18, 1933. On the day of Diane’s birth, Walt was nervously awaiting word of his daughter’s arrival while receiving an award from Parents’ Magazine for his “distinguished service to children.”51 He was only half listening to the “flowery and heart-throbbing”52 speech extolling his films because he was keeping an ear out for the possible call that his wife was in labor. Just as Walt began his acceptance speech, an attendant whispered good news in his ear. “This is the biggest moment of my life,” Walt told the crowd. “You’ll pardon me, I’m sure, if I run away and show this beautiful medal to my wife and…”53 With that, Walt sped off before the audience knew quite what happened—rushing to the hospital for Diane’s birth.

			From the start, Walt was smitten with his baby daughter. He laughed at her little hiccups and marveled as he counted her tiny fingers and toes. She was a good-natured baby who “doesn’t cry,” according to Walt. He would brag about her light-color hair and big brown eyes, which resembled his mother’s. “I used to laugh at those poor mutts who thought they’d got the only baby in the world,” he told a reporter. “Now I know.… She’s the swellest baby you ever saw.”54 After Diane’s birth, the Disneys wanted more children. Their hope was to have a large family, but Lillian suffered multiple miscarriages and ultimately they decided to adopt a child.55 Diane’s sister Sharon was welcomed into the family three years later.

			Walt was a loving father who loved to entertain his daughters. For Christmas 1939, Santa delivered a cottage in their backyard, which was built to resemble the same Germanic fairy-tale influence as Snow White. It had a sloped roof, a bay window with curtains, running water and a white picket fence. When the girls entered the child-size house that Christmas morning, the phone rang. The girls picked up the call and found Santa on the other line, asking how they liked their new place.56 On weekends, the Disney Studio became the girls’ playground, where they were free to ride bicycles along Mickey Avenue or Dopey Drive.

			Sometimes Walt’s films didn’t get the reaction from his daughters that he expected. Walt took five-year-old Diane to a private screening of Snow White, and when the evil Queen transformed into the old crone, Diane started crying. She was whisked outside; Walt later used the story to say the film wasn’t meant for small children but instead, the child inside every adult.57 Similarly, when he showed preteen Diane rushes of Song of the South, she found some of the scenes to be overly emotional and corny. Walt rarely watched dailies with Diane after that.58 Still, he couldn’t help sharing all his ideas with his daughters over family dinners—held after he got home from his fourteen-hour workdays.

			Diane appeared in one of Walt’s early television specials called “One Hour in Wonderland,”59 but she never had much desire to join the family business. At USC, Diane was a member of the Kappa Alpha Theta sorority and formed a close group of friends. The women dubbed their three-story house “Theta Land.”60 Theta had the distinction of being the first sorority at USC—dating back to 1887—with the mission of offering “social, intellectual and moral growth” for its members.61 Diane fit in well. She was intellectually curious and studious, and loved the arts. She was also a dynamo—a small but tough woman, strong-willed and adventurous. On weekends, Diane and college friends would travel the West to ski62 or cheer on the USC Trojans.

			That October 1953 night when Ron and Diane met, they did not hit it off. When they joined their friends at a Bay Area dive bar, Ron ordered “a shot of bourbon thinking I’m going to get in the mood.”63 However, the day’s excitement caught up with him and he began to shut down. Diane, turned off, signaled to her friend that the sleepy Ron seemed to be a “square.” Even though Diane thought Ron was nodding off, he saw her hand motions. Realizing the date was not going well, he excused himself to the bathroom. He went back to the hotel and fell asleep without saying goodbye.

			The following day, it was time to head back to Los Angeles. Ron saw Diane at the train station, and he apologized for his sudden disappearance. On the ride home, they ordered beers and got to know each other better.64 This second unofficial date proved far more successful, and they began a whirlwind romance.

			Exactly two months later, on Christmas Day, Diane invited Ron to a family party.65 Ron was nervous at the prospect of meeting the legendary Walt Disney. “I could hardly talk. Here’s this great guy, who’s probably one of the most talented people in Hollywood back then. The most celebrated, respected, and everything else.” But Walt quickly put Ron at ease. “He was just as warm and humble as anyone. His Midwestern roots came right out, and he made me feel comfortable and Lilly made me comfortable, and they accepted me. It was really a great relationship.”

			Ron and Diane weren’t exactly sure why Walt and Lillian took such a keen liking to him. The twenty-one-year-old Ron was “not very articulate” around them, according to Diane.66 He would also dress extremely casually—walking around barefoot in Bermuda shorts. Nevertheless, to Walt and Lilly, Ron seemed like a godsend. “I think that Diane had been out with so many duds that I was a ray of light,” Ron joked.67 A few weeks after that Christmas brunch, Walt and Lilly started asking Diane when Ron was going to propose.68

			Ron and Diane’s courtship became all-consuming, and they let their academics fall by the wayside. Within six months, Diane was pregnant. They were married on May 9, 1954, at All Saints-By-The-Sea Episcopal Church in Montecito. The best man was Ron’s brother, John, and the maid of honor was Diane’s sister, Sharon; Ron’s USC football teammates were also in attendance.69 Walt walked Diane down the aisle, and when it was time to answer the minister’s question, “Who gives this woman to be married,” Diane saw tears on Walt’s cheeks.70 The reception was filled with laughter, love, and a healthy amount of champagne. Walt surprised the couple with a comical cake topper—the bride figurine attired in USC gear and the groom in Bermuda shorts.71 Walt, Ron, and Diane laughed gleefully at the gag, and those in attendance could see the mutual affection between father and son-in-law.

			Now that Ron was part of the family, Walt hired him to drive documents back and forth between the studio in Burbank and the Disneyland construction site in Anaheim.72 However, Ron’s career at Disney was put on hold shortly thereafter—first by the army and then by the NFL. Ron was drafted and stationed at Fort Ord in Carmel, where Ron and Diane’s first child, Christopher, was born. Walt had hoped his first grandchild would be named after him, but Ron admits he was “ornery” about the request at that time.73 (When the couple had their second son—the fifth of seven Miller children—Walt finally got his wish.)

			Diane would remember their early days in Fort Ord as some of her happiest. Even though she and Ron lived in small and simple accommodations, Diane was excited to be starting a new life with her husband and their new baby. The simplicity of their home was happily complemented by the natural beauty of Carmel. “It was a wonderful point in her life,” said her son Walter Disney Miller. “She always looked back on it fondly.”

			After leaving the army, Ron joined the LA Rams. As a rookie, Miller looked to have great potential as an offensive end. In an exhibition game, he made an impressive diving catch on a forty-yard pass.74 However, his football career was plagued with injury. “Walt saw me play a couple games,” said Ron. “One game, I fractured my ribs, and the other game I had a concussion.”

			“You’re going to get killed out there,” Walt told his son-in-law. “I am too damn old to raise your—my grandchildren. So why don’t you come work for me?” Ron also thought Walt was worried that life on the road would not be good for the young family. That—compounded by the Rams four-and-eight losing season75—was all Ron needed to change career paths.

			Now that Ron was at Disney full time, Walt got Ron into the Directors Guild, and he was made second assistant director on Old Yeller. Jobs followed on Mickey Mouse Club and Zorro. He even directed “Uncle Walt” in an intro for Disney’s weekly TV show. “Talk about being nervous,” Ron said. His shoot with Walt went about as poorly as one could imagine. The novice director decided to change the blocking, keeping Walt stationary the entire time. But when Walt came in, he wanted to stick to the original plan, which involved a more dynamic movement between two parts of the set: the bookshelf and Walt’s desk. Ron hadn’t lit those positions so it took half an hour to rework the lighting. When film was finally rolling, a rumbling truck drove by; the noise was so loud it could be heard on the soundproof set. It seemed to happen “on every damn take just as Walt was in the middle of the take.” Adding to the gremlins of the day, the teleprompter also went out. Miller later called it “the most frustrating, spooky day I’ve ever had in my life. You can just feel Walt on edge.”76 It was the last time he directed his father-in-law.

			Walt encouraged Ron to give up directing and focus on producing. Producers could focus on multiple projects at a time, and at Walt Disney Productions, the producer typically exercised more control than the director. Walt also began training Ron on how to run the studio. Father and son-in-law would arrive at the lot early in the morning to watch as employees showed up. As each person drove up, Walt explained who they were and what they did.77

			Ron was also taken under wing by producer Bill Walsh, who had worked on many of Walt’s live-action hits including Mickey Mouse Club and The Absent-Minded Professor. Bill was twenty years older than Ron and referred to him as “kid.” They became good friends. Walsh taught Ron a lot about production, including managing a budget. When projects came along, Ron would try to team up with Bill whenever possible.

			As much as Walt loved Ron, he grew frustrated by his son-in-law’s shyness, particularly in story meetings. Walt complained about it to Diane and in turn, she told Ron, “Dad thinks you ought to open your mouth.”78 Ron embraced the feedback and started speaking up more. It delighted Walt to see Ron become more assertive and grow into the role of producer. “[Ron] was like a blank notebook,” Diane would later say. “Dad could take and mold him in his pattern. Dad was able to give this man I married something that he loved to do that he could be uniquely qualified for…it was almost too good to be true that the situation worked out that way.”79

			Ron appreciated the family bond that developed with Walt and Lilly. “Lilly was a great mother-in-law. They were both great grandparents. They loved my kids.” Walt would spoil his grandchildren every Christmas, giving each child the latest Disney merchandise.80 Walt was often able to outshine Santa with better toys.

			“I say this in all honesty,” said Ron. “It was just a great relationship. I so admired that man. He’s a real person. [His values] were phenomenal.”

			Ron was also keenly aware of one of Walt’s greatest frustrations—the increasing limits placed on him by the Disney brand. Whereas the rest of the film industry was pushing the limits with increasingly mature themes, violence, obscenities and sex, Disney films were reliably “safe” and family friendly. Even though Walt believed deeply in making wholesome entertainment, he also began to feel like he was in a creative straitjacket—one he had tailored for himself. His daughter Diane later said he was “really beginning to get tired of films” by the 1960s.81 There were exceptions like Mary Poppins (1964), which allowed Walt to use all the tricks of his trade: special effects, animation, Audio-Animatronics figures, and music. Even though it became one of the top-grossing movies of all time, Walt saw Mary Poppins as a unique achievement—not a template for future films. “We’re not making another Mary Poppins. We never will,” Walt said. “Magic is only magic once upon a time.”82

			At one family movie night at Walt’s private screening room, Walt ran Universal’s 1962 film To Kill a Mockingbird. “What a fine picture, what a great story and a great cast,” remembered Ron. “From top to bottom, it’s about as perfect a motion picture as you can come up with.” Yet as the lights came on, Walt seemed distressed. He was tapping his finger and said, “God, I wish I could make a film like that.”

			Walt’s envy of Mockingbird makes particular sense in the context of its young heroine Scout, who is not radically dissimilar from the child protagonists of Walt’s films. Yet, thematically, the story was unlike anything Walt had previously tackled. “It had content that he couldn’t touch, and he knew it,” explained Ron. The film was released at an inflection point in the Civil Rights Movement—in the window between James Meredith’s enrollment at Ole Miss and George Wallace’s “segregation forever” speech. Even if he tried to make a “message movie” about one of the most urgent issues of the day, Ron said Walt felt the public would reject it coming from him.

			“He was sorry he couldn’t do it,” Ron said. “But he had to live up to his reputation, and he had to protect it. And obviously, he was right. He did what was right.”

			In the postwar era, Walt had cultivated a noncontroversial family brand, but it had become so inflexible that a then-contested topic like civil rights or even the hint of innuendo was off-limits. In 1962, the same year as Mockingbird, Disney released the Technicolor-travelogue comedy Bon Voyage. The film looks at the romantic relationships of a happily married American couple and their adult children as they travel abroad. In one section, the father is propositioned by a well-dressed French prostitute. A few moments later, he finds the same woman trying to pick up his wannabe playboy son. These scenes are so vaguely scripted that some viewers may miss what is happening. Still, audiences at the time objected. “That was a disaster,” Walt told reporter Bob Thomas. “You should have seen the mail I got over it. I’ll never do it again.”83 Walt’s takeaway was that “sex is a very private matter for most people. They feel uneasy and uncomfortable when they see it portrayed in public.”84

			Walt had once thrived on being able to surprise movie audiences with something they didn’t know they wanted, like Fantasia’s two-hour symphony featuring dancing hippos. Now though, his audience wanted to be delighted, but not challenged. The Mockingbird screening and Walt’s frustrations with the Disney brand would stay with Ron long after Walt was gone.

			By 1966, the professional and personal bond between Ron and Walt was as strong as it had ever been. That year, Walt shared an Emmy award nomination with his son-in-law for an episode of his weekly show The Wonderful World of Color called “Gallegher.” When asked about the joint nomination, Ron downplayed its significance. Still, it shows Walt’s commitment to boosting his son-in-law’s profile.

			On a family trip to Vancouver in the summer of 1966, Walt’s physical deterioration was becoming obvious to Ron and the rest of the family. Walt had trouble moving around—needing to pick up his leg to get in and out of a boat.85 The family assumed it was the polo injury acting up. It wasn’t until the exploratory surgery in November that they knew Walt was seriously ill.

			As Walt recovered from the surgery, Ron updated him on the studio’s latest film, Follow Me, Boys!, which was doing solid business at Radio City Music Hall in New York.86 The film would go on to break house records at the famed theater, as twenty-seven thousand people came to see it paired with the Rockettes’ Christmas show the weekend before Walt’s death.87 Walt liked the film a fair bit,88 but did not expect it to be the last one he’d live to see released.

			As Walt was recuperating from surgery, his doctor warned him that he would need to cut back at the studio. His fourteen-hour workdays were no longer possible. Ron believed Walt intended to hand off film production to a creative committee,89 like the one Roy later assembled, so he could focus on the projects that mattered to him now—specifically, Disney World and EPCOT.

			As Walt’s health deteriorated, Ron and Diane were a constant presence. He spent his final Thanksgiving at their house, surrounded by his family.90 Shortly after, he checked back into the hospital for what would be the last two weeks of his life. Ron stopped by regularly. During one visit, Walt introduced him to a nurse as his son. The nurse corrected him, “You mean your son-in-law.”

			“No,” Walt objected. “My son.”91 Ron thought it was the greatest thing ever said to him.92

			Ron and Diane arrived at St. Joseph’s Hospital on the morning of December 15. “As we got off the elevator on the floor, I saw Ron go striding into Dad’s room and then come out with his arms up like that, as though someone pushed him back,” recalled Diane years later. “He was gone.” Walt’s brother Roy was at the foot of the bed, massaging his feet. Diane remembered her uncle saying his goodbyes, “Well kid, this is the end I guess.”93

			The next day, the family held a private funeral for him at Forest Lawn Cemetery. Walt had wanted a simple ceremony. Instead of flowers, the Disney family asked people to support the California Institute of the Arts.94 Walt hoped to create a new educational and cultural institution where artists could not only learn, but collaborate across media. This, along with EPCOT and Disney World, would be his legacy…and again, Walt was right. CalArts would go on to produce future leaders of the arts, specifically in the field of animation. “He said that if he could live for 15 more years,” Ron remembered, “…he would surpass everything he had done in the forty years previous.”95 In his will, Walt left nearly half his estate to the development of CalArts.96

			Ron said Walt’s death “was the end of something that will never be seen again.” It was now up to Ron and the others to carry on as best they could, without Walt.

			“There was a tremendous void, an emptiness,” said Ron.

			Life after Disney.

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			On the afternoon of October 18, 1967, hundreds of children from some of Los Angeles’s historically marginalized communities were escorted down Hollywood Boulevard by the likes of Mickey Mouse, Snow White, and Captain Hook. The kids, ages seven to twelve, arrived in big yellow buses at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre—home to handprints of Hollywood idols. The kids were treated like movie stars—a band welcomed their arrival and celebrity host Art Linkletter interviewed them for a TV show. This was the public premiere of Walt Disney’s The Jungle Book, ahead of a more traditional red-carpet event that night. The kids that afternoon laughed loudly throughout the film, with one of the biggest reactions going to Baloo’s line, “Man-village? They’ll ruin him. They’ll make a man out of him.”97

			The unadulterated enthusiasm felt by the audience that day would be repeated countless times as The Jungle Book rolled out in theaters over the next few weeks. The New York Times compared “this glowing little picture” to “an intelligent comic-strip fairy tale”98 and The Los Angeles Times called it “very, very good Disney, indeed.”99 Walt Disney’s last animated feature wound up being among his most popular. Made on a budget of approximately $4 million,100 it earned six times that amount worldwide on its first release.101 It was the smash hit Disney animation needed to stay alive, at least for the short term. With The Jungle Book successfully in theaters, production on The Aristocats ramped up. It was now an important test case: What exactly was a Disney animated movie without Walt?

			Leading the production—with an eye on efficiency—was Jungle Book producer/director Wolfgang “Woolie” Reitherman. Woolie Reitherman was born in Munich, Germany, in 1909 and moved to the U.S. as an infant.

			Part artist and part aviator, Woolie’s coming of age coincided with the rise of aviation. He and his brother built a homemade biplane and would take it out joyriding over their Sierra Madre neighborhood, occasionally dropping water balloons out the back. Woolie also had great artistic ability. He enrolled in the Chouinard Art Institute in 1931, where his watercolor paintings won recognition,102 leading to a fateful meeting with Walt Disney in 1934, when Walt was assembling a team for Snow White. Walt was impressed with Woolie’s art, but Woolie wasn’t initially keen on becoming an animator. “I didn’t really like the idea of making drawings over and over. I told [Walt] so.” Still, Woolie felt Walt’s vision for Snow White was irresistible. “I had a feeling that this guy was going somewhere in terms of what he was trying to do with this animation. He was going to climb a damn mountain.”103 Caught in Walt’s spell, Woolie overcame his hesitancy and signed up.

			As an animator, Woolie seemed to have an innate gift for action scenes, whether it was Goofy learning sports in the How To cartoon series, Pinocchio’s chase with Monstro the whale, or the dinosaur fight in Fantasia’s “The Rite of Spring.” Just as Woolie was emerging as one of Disney’s best animators, his career was interrupted by World War II. Given his background with planes, he enlisted in the United States Army Air Corp. By the end of the war, he had become a decorated transport pilot, navigating dangerous routes from India and Burma across the Himalayas to China. Wartime aviation required Woolie to become a careful planner—he knew even the slightest miscalculation could lead to disaster. After the war and a short stint as a commercial pilot in the Philippines, Woolie returned to Disney.

			Over the next decade, Woolie kept pushing the limits of how dangerous animation could feel, and he became the go-to animator for climax sequences. His Headless Horseman chase in 1949’s The Adventures of Ichabod and Mr. Toad runs a scant three minutes, but each second is filled with tension as Ichabod narrowly escapes one close call after another—until he doesn’t. For Lady and the Tramp (1955), he helped create a kinetic showdown where Tramp confronts a rat in the baby’s nursery. But Woolie’s most memorable climax was Sleeping Beauty (1959). As sequence director, Woolie supervised the battle between Prince Phillip and the evil witch Maleficent in dragon form. Woolie’s philosophy was to push the action as far as it would go, making the audience think the prince would indeed be killed. With the dragon’s steel-like jaw and powerful streams of fire shooting from its mouth, the odds feel unfairly stacked against the Prince. The scene builds to the point of no return. Cornered on the edge of a cliff with a burning forest below him and the dragon closing in, Prince Phillip’s only option for survival is to throw his sword at the dragon’s heart and hope it hits its mark. Some animators questioned the sequence’s logic, but Walt loved it “because it kept driving, driving, driving.”104 Like the Headless Horseman sequence, Woolie packed a lifetime of action into mere seconds of screentime. Maleficent is only a dragon for ninety seconds, but Woolie’s sequence has become one of the most iconic scenes in Disney animation.

			Around this same era, Woolie was installed as a member of Disney’s animation board, established by Walt to handle key managerial duties: “hiring, firing, assignments, moves, promotions and training.”105 The composition of this group changed periodically but by 1950, the membership largely settled on nine supervising animators—a role that, at the time, was almost exclusively male. In addition to Woolie, the group consisted of Les Clark, Ward Kimball, John Lounsbery, Milt Kahl, Marc Davis, Frank Thomas, Ollie Johnston, and Eric Larson. Walt called this group “the Nine Old Men,” based on the Supreme Court’s nickname when Walt was younger. The animators weren’t always sure if Walt’s pet name was a compliment,106 but they embraced it over time. Walt’s Nine Old Men would go on to be among the most revered group of animators ever assembled.

			After Sleeping Beauty, Woolie was promoted to director for Disney’s next films: One Hundred and One Dalmatians (1961), The Sword in the Stone (1963), and The Jungle Book (1967). Walt’s death occurred midway through the production of The Jungle Book, so it was up to Woolie to finish the movie without Walt’s supervision. “[Woolie] knew he was going to get everybody there in one piece. He was going to finish the darn thing. He was going to make the journey and arrive successfully,” said his son Bruce, who also voiced the man-cub Mowgli in The Jungle Book.

			As Woolie now embarked on The Aristocats, he was aware of the turbulence threatening the entire Animation Department. “He appreciated that if they were to whiff on one of the shows, animation conceivably could have really been on the chopping block,” said Bruce. As a result, Woolie’s tolerance for risk was low. “It’s an interesting combination. Pilots have it in spades. A willingness to do something really dangerous by making it as absolutely safe as they possibly can.”

			Bruce compared the uncertainty at Disney Animation to a black hole. “In the absence of somebody that has so much gravity.… It’s like a huge sun around which everything else, all the other planets revolve. For that thing to blink out and go away, pretty surprisingly to everybody involved, it’s a wonder that the whole damn thing didn’t just scatter off into the cosmos.”

			The Aristocats benefited not only from Woolie’s leadership, but from the other animation veterans as well. Each of the Nine Old Men had been working with Walt for three decades by this point. Though three of the nine (Marc Davis, Ward Kimball, and Les Clark) were now working on other Disney projects, the collective group had a shared history that allowed for an easy exchange of ideas.

			“There was no fight for power,” Woolie said. “[The other animators] respected me and I respected them. You could really say that four or five of us could’ve gotten producer credit because we talked all the time.”107

			The Nine Old Men were not the only veterans in the ranks of Disney Animation. Story Department veteran Otto Englander had recently been promoted to find new material for the Animation Department to follow The Aristocats, in case it was a Jungle Book-like success. Englander wrote a former colleague, “This is a great boost to the Animation Department here, because this move is a definite indication on the part of management that it is interested in going on indefinitely with this sort of picture, despite rumors to the contrary.”108 Englander knew those rumors, which had been circulating for months, were “depressing the spirits all around.”109 Despite getting a bigger office and more money, Englander had doubts about the new role. “What they didn’t tell me to my face is that I’m probably the lone survivor of the old story team that goes way back to the infancy of feature cartoons—and that they didn’t have anyone else to turn to,” he wrote.110 Englander had recently proposed one of the most ambitious new animated projects in the history of Walt Disney Productions, recognizing in it some of the same potential of the first animated features like Snow White and Pinocchio.

			Englander had been working with Disney on and off since 1930—long before The Jungle Book, Disneyland, Bambi, or even Donald Duck. Englander was born in Bosnia in 1906, when it was still part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.111 His parents were Austrian Jews who later immigrated to America and he studied music and humanities in Vienna.112 “He was an eternal student—his knowledge of literature, music, and all related arts was incredible,” his wife Erna would later say. “He had a fantastic mind—photographic, in fact, and a total recall. His friends in and out of the Disney Studio called him ‘The Encyclopedia Britannica.’”113

			In the summer of 1924 at the age of nineteen, Englander left Europe to join his parents in New York where he enrolled at the Jewish Theological Seminary.114 After he completed his studies, he found work as an art director for an advertising firm and wrote gags for magazines.115 Situational humor came naturally for Englander.

			Once, he submitted a story to a newspaper contest looking for one’s most embarrassing moments. He wrote about his life as a young, single man in New York:

			I acted as a porter for the boss and escorted him to the railroad station. He instructed me to carefully watch his baggage while he purchased his ticket.

			“Be very careful of them,” he warned.

			Two pretty girls came along and I forgot everything, including the precious baggage. Realizing they were gone I turned around frantically. The boss was standing behind me with his luggage and had been watching me flirt!116

			The setup could easily be a gag in an early Disney cartoon. Englander cast himself as the underdog; he often looked underweight at 5’8”, 140 lb.117 The story has a “heavy” in the form of the stern boss who issues the warning. Then, the payoff: the bags never disappeared. Now, imagine the story with Mickey Mouse, with Minnie Mouse subbing in for the two women and Pete as the boss. Based on his submission, it’s easy to see why Englander’s sensibilities fit in with the gag-centric 1930s Disney Studios. The submission earned Englander a dollar in the early days of the Depression.

			Englander joined the Disney Studio shortly after arriving in California in 1930. His colleagues were among the vanguard of Disney Animation—directors Ben Sharpsteen and Wilfred Jackson, animators Les Clark and Norm Ferguson, and of course, Walt himself, who was as engaged with the medium as he would ever be.118 It was around this time Englander met his wife Erna while traveling to Serbia.119 They married in 1932, and she became a Hollywood correspondent for Serbia’s largest newspaper, Politika Belgrade.120 Although Englander bounced around to other cartoon studios, he rejoined Disney after a few years as part of the story team for Snow White. It was a career highlight. Years later, Englander looked back proudly at how revolutionary Snow White was:

			Shortly after the picture started, everyone was caught up in the same excitement. They became alive to something very new and very entertaining. I was so impressed by the reaction that when my wife and I arrived home and discovered that our Scottish terrier had delivered seven puppies, we named them after the Seven Dwarfs.121

			Englander then worked on the next three Disney features: Pinocchio, Fantasia, and Dumbo. These early films, along with Bambi, would become the standard against which all other animated films would be measured, even to this day.

			Englander left Disney in April 1942 to join the United States Army Signal Corps, churning out war propaganda under renowned director Frank Capra. He was part of a team working on the animated Private Snafu films with colleagues like Ted “Dr. Seuss” Geisel and Warner Brothers animation producer Leon Schlesinger.122 Englander was based in Hollywood for much of the war, but its horrors still hit close to home. Early in the war, Erna received a letter from her sister in Serbia. In response to a British-backed coup of the Axis-friendly government, the Nazis destroyed the city of Belgrade in April 1941. The devastating air attacks would become known as “Operation Punishment,” as homes, cultural institutions, and synagogues were destroyed from above.123 Erna’s sister wrote them with news of the Nazi invasion. “Our beloved parents and sisters were killed, shortly after they were taken hostages in the invasion. How it happened, I cannot tell you yet…it is too horrible to bear.”124 Her sister added, “Their death is a blessing” compared to the fate of their other friends and relatives. At Adolf Eichmann’s trial twenty years later, witnesses testified about the crimes against humanity committed by the Nazis in Yugoslavia at Eichmann’s direction, including mass executions, starvation, and the use of mobile gas chambers.125 The Nazi’s brutality in Serbia rallied the Englanders into action: Erna became a volunteer for the Los Angeles war chest as they tried to warn Americans about the inhumanity of the Nazis.

			During the war, Englander teamed up with screenwriter Carl Foreman (High Noon, Bridge on the River Kwai, and one of the most prominent figures caught up in the McCarthy-era blacklist) for a script called Once Upon a Furlough. Industry articles indicate the story was about a soldier returning from the Pacific front who undergoes evaluation by a female psychologist.126 The intriguing premise suggests the film would grapple with how post-traumatic stress was affecting returning soldiers. Tackling a difficult subject in a format palatable to home-front audiences reveals Englander’s grander writing ambitions; however, MGM ultimately shelved the film around the summer of 1944.127

			After the war, Englander continued to branch out, working at MGM, RKO, and with the Marx Brothers. He found these experiences creatively liberating. Englander wrote, “Instead of feeling like Disney’s little finger…I’m slowly beginning to feel there is a whole body—and maybe even a mind here somewhere.”128

			Eventually, Englander’s old Disney colleague Ben Sharpsteen lured him back to work on the studio’s expanding live-action output.129 Back at Disney, Englander utilized his knowledge of music and culture to flesh out a biographical drama on Peter Tchaikovsky, which otherwise would serve as an infomercial for Sleeping Beauty. Even better was his script for The Poet and the Nightingale, focused on the platonic love story between Hans Christen Andersen and opera singer Jenny Lind. The project had been bouncing around Disney for years. Walt hoped to combine Andersen’s biography with animated fairy tales like The Ugly Duckling. Englander’s treatment is an affecting tale about a creative figure’s frustration with his narrowly defined reputation as a successful children’s author, something akin to what Walt was feeling.

			Now in the wake of Walt’s death, Englander’s long and varied career gave him the trust and authority to select future animated projects. His mission was to bring animation storytelling back to those glory days of Snow White, Pinocchio, Fantasia, Dumbo, and Bambi. Those five films may have set a nearly impossible creative standard, but they could also serve as a guide for Englander. They featured life-and-death stakes, where sympathetic heroes were pitted against dangerous villains. They were often rooted in classic European fairy tales but flexible enough to include Disney’s signature mix of comedy and pathos. One of the projects Englander selected was Lloyd Alexander’s award-winning children’s fantasy series, The Chronicles of Prydain.

			The Prydain books were steeped in Welsh mythology and centered on a group of underdogs—an assistant pig keeper named Taran, a princess without a throne named Eilonwy, an unlikely bard named Fflewddur Fflam, and a creature of uncertain origin named Gurgi—up against the forces of evil. Englander thought it was perfect material for Disney and liked the series—especially the third book, The Castle of Llyr, where the princess is kidnapped. The Prydain books would likely be difficult to adapt but Englander had no way of knowing what he was proposing would ultimately be akin to opening Pandora’s Box.

			The Disney Story Department asked story analyst Inez Cocke to provide additional feedback on the books before acquisition.130 Inez Cocke was a Louisiana-born journalist turned Hollywood literatus.131 In the 1950s, Cocke branched out into screenwriting at Universal, specializing in adaptations of old films. Cocke’s first major screenplay was a remake of a Wyatt Earp–inspired Western called Law and Order (1953), starring future president Ronald Reagan.132 In 1955, she wrote a treatment for Phantom of the Opera, which eventually became a Hammer Films production.133 She also collaborated with famed director Douglas Sirk—writing the script for Interlude (1957)134 and the popular melodrama Imitation of Life (1959), though she did not receive screen credit for the latter.135 By the time Interlude was released, she had already left Universal to join Disney.136 Yet her best-known Hollywood work was a book—Dear Mr. G—about Clark Gable and Carole Lombard, coauthored by their personal secretary. The book was released in 1961, just months after Gable’s death, and it garnered considerable attention. Cocke brought the writing to life. With a single line, she was able to capture what made Gable the “King of Hollywood”: “He projected masculine sex, with a knowing, crooked smile.”137

			Now at Disney in 1968, Cocke read the third Prydain book, The Castle of Llyr, at Englander’s request but didn’t care for the material. She wrote, “The Prince does not win the Princess in the end (which is the way all good fairy tales end) but has the Princess vowing never to marry him and inclined to the pig keeper although she does not come right out and say so. Also the villains…escape punishment.”138

			Cocke finally concludes, “The story itself is over plotted with magic things happening at every turn so this does not seem over and above other fairy tales and legends for children. Certainly there is enough here for an animated feature but I do not think the story is outstanding.”139

			Englander’s enthusiasm and Cocke’s ambivalence about the Prydain series represent two opposing views that would continue to clash at Disney for the next seventeen years. Cocke’s viewpoint won at first—keeping the lid on Pandora’s Box closed for a little longer. It would take three more years before Disney acquired the property and the Prydain film was eventually titled The Black Cauldron, named after the second book in the series. Walt Disney’s son-in-law Ron Miller would become the film’s executive producer. Like Englander, he saw its potential as an important animated film. When Ron was ousted in a corporate coup led by his cousin-in-law Roy E. Disney, the film would be released to limited fanfare and ultimately earn a reputation as one of the biggest bombs in Disney history, which seemingly confirmed Cocke’s initial instinct.

			Sadly, Englander and Cocke’s contributions to both Disney and Hollywood would be largely erased over time—overshadowed by their more famous collaborators. Neither lived long enough to see The Black Cauldron’s development. Records indicate Cocke died in 1972.140 Englander had a fatal heart attack in 1969141; one of his last projects was writing a Disney educational film, Understanding Stresses and Strains, about how the accumulation of mental stress can lead to physical deterioration.142

			Cocke’s story analysis of the Prydain book is dated June 6, 1968. On that same day, just a short drive away from the Disney Studio, Robert F. Kennedy died after being shot by an assassin. It was not just Walt Disney Productions which was undergoing a radical transformation induced by trauma. So was America.
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