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      WALT DISNEY, A LIFE
            

Walter Elias Disney assumed many roles during his relatively short life (he died of lung cancer in 1966 at the age of sixty-five): artist, animator, entrepreneur, producer, entertainer, icon, family man, and philanthropist. He spurred the imaginations and shaped the childhoods of countless millions of children around the world, and he continues to do so today. He gave us Mickey Mouse (Disney himself provided Mickey’s voice in the early days), Donald Duck, Snow White, and a bevy of other beloved characters and stories. He was an innovator, embracing technology as a tool to continuously improve his products. He received more Academy Awards than anyone else in history – he was the recipient of four honorary and twenty-two actual Oscars, including a record four in one year. Disney also won seven Emmy Awards, built Disneyland (which boasts more than 16 million visitors a year) and Disney World (which opened after his death and receives in excess of 47 million visitors annually). The Walt Disney Company, which he founded with his brother Roy, grosses more than $40 billion a year.
         
But all was not happy endings and cartoon bluebirds in the Magic Kingdom. As is so often the case, genius is a complex equation, and there were shadows to Disney’s carefully honed, folksy persona. He was notoriously tough on his employees, anti-union, and sometimes an arbitrary, hot-tempered, micro-managing boss.
There have been accusations, some of them proven, of far worse sins than being a tough taskmaster. Chief among them - confirmed by The New York Times after examining Disney’s Federal Bureau of Investigation file: In 1940, he became an undercover spy for the FBI, charged with ferreting out communists in Hollywood. In the file, the names of those he gave to the House Un-American Activities Committee were blacked out, but this was an ugly time - gifted artists saw their careers derailed and even destroyed because of their political beliefs - and Disney was part of it. He was also accused of being anti-Semitic. In 1938, he welcomed German filmmaker and Nazi propagandist Leni Riefenstahl to Hollywood. During that same decade, he went to Europe and met with Nazi and Fascist leaders, including Benito Mussolini, but most observers believe those meetings were an attempt to retain his toehold in the European market.
         
So this remarkable man, who brought so much joy into the world, also had an unsavory side. That might shock the children frolicking at one of his amusement parks, but it should come as no surprise to adults. When someone is as talented, driven, and successful as Walt Disney, there are usually complications. As he himself put it, “I always like to look on the optimistic side of life, but I am realistic enough to know that life is a complex matter.”
And that’s just what makes Walt Disney’s story so compelling.
Opening Credits
Walt Disney came into the world on December 5, 1901, in Chicago, in the bedroom of a modest house his father had built. He had three older brothers; a sister, Ruth, came along two years later. His parents, Elias and Flora Disney, were of Irish-Canadian and German descent respectively, although the name Disney has French origins - a distant ancestor named Robert d’Isigny came to Ireland from France with William the Conqueror in 1066; Disney is an Anglicized version of d’Isigny. Walt’s father, who had an erratic employment history, moved the family to a farm in Marceline, Missouri, in 1906. It was there that Disney’s artistic talent first asserted itself - and earned him some money. A retired doctor who lived nearby spotted Walt’s drawing talent and paid him to create a portrait of his horse Rupert. It was also in rural Missouri that he developed a passion for trains, ignited by the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe line that ran through town; he would put his ear to the tracks to listen for approaching locomotives.
         
In 1911, the Disneys moved to Kansas City, where Walt and his younger sister Ruth attended the public Benton Grammar School. A classmate who came from a family of entertainment buffs introduced Walt to the world of vaudeville and motion pictures, which had only recently gone from being viewed on individual Nickelodeon machines to being projected onto screens in theaters. Disney was fascinated by the silent movies and also by how enthralled audiences were by them. And he was hooked on the Saturday classes he took at the Kansas City Art Institute. But the greatest influence on young Walt was Electric Park, an early amusement park only fifteen blocks from his home. Walt and Ruth would visit often, dazzled and delighted. Electric Park featured meticulous landscaping that framed the rides and led visitors through the park, a train track that ringed the park, multicolored lights focused on spouting fountains, and daily fireworks at closing time.
         
In 1917, the family moved back to Chicago after Elias became part owner of the O-Zell jelly factory. Walt enrolled at McKinley High School - he quickly became cartoonist for the school newspaper - and took night courses at the Chicago Art Institute. World War I was raging, and sixteen-year-old Walt quit school and tried to enlist in the Army, but was rejected as underage. Determined to be part of the war effort, he joined the Red Cross and was sent to France. Armistice was signed on November 11, 1918, and Disney arrived soon thereafter and stayed a year, driving an ambulance. He may have missed the war, but he certainly contributed to the peace.
         
Laughing All the Way to Bankruptcy
After returning from France, Disney had no interest in going back to high school and his formal education ended. He knew what he wanted to do with his life, and it didn’t include sitting in a classroom or working at a jelly factory. He moved back to Kansas City and, through his older brother Roy, found temporary work at the Pesmen-Rubin Art Studio, where he created ads for newspapers, magazines, and movie theaters. It was here that he befriended fellow cartoonist Ubbe Iwerks, who would come to play a large role in Disney’s success. The two decided to start their own business.
         
And so in January 1920, at the tender age of eighteen, Disney and Iwerks formed Iwerks-Disney Commercial Artists. The orders didn’t surge in, and Disney was forced to take a job at the Kansas City Film Ad Company, where he was soon joined by Iwerks. Their own company limped to its demise, which was great for Disney and the world, because it was at the Kansas City Film Ad Company that - while making crude animated commercials using cutouts - he fell in love with the process and potential of animation. He resolved to become an animator, and the owner of the company lent him a camera to experiment with at home. An obsession took hold - Disney read everything he could find on the subject and became convinced that celluloid (the material the images were drawn on) animation would produce far better results than cutouts.
In May 1922, Disney opened his own animation studio called Laugh-O-Gram Films - capitalized with $15,000 - and hired Iwerks and other gifted pioneers of the animation arts. The company quickly got a contract with a local theater owner to produce six cartoons based on popular fairy tales, including Little Red Riding Hood, Jack and the Beanstalk, and Goldilocks and the Three Bears. In those days, going to the movies was a distinctly different experience than it is today. The phenomenal success of the young medium had led to the construction of ornate movie palaces designed to lure people in with a taste of elegance and the exotic, and most showed double and even triple features. Between films were cartoons and newsreels. Times were flush for the film business: It had few competitors and millions of customers who couldn’t get enough of smoldering stars and funny cartoons.
         
Disney’s Laugh-O-Grams proved to be popular, and the studio has earned a place in animation history. For more reasons than one: It provided Disney, just twenty-one years old, with the inspiration for his most enduring creation. Here’s how he told it: “They [mice] used to fight for crumbs in my wastebasket when I worked alone late at night. I lifted them out and kept them in wire cages on my desk. I grew particularly fond of one brown house mouse. He was a timid little guy. By tapping him on the nose with my pencil, I trained him to run inside a black circle I drew on my drawing board. When I left Kansas to try my luck at Hollywood, I hated to leave him behind. So I carefully carried him to a backyard, making sure it was a nice neighborhood, and the tame little fellow scampered to freedom.”
Even with the orders for the fairy tales, expenses were high, and Laugh-O-Gram Films had trouble breaking even. By the end of 1922, Disney was living in the office and taking his weekly bath at Union Station. In July 1923, after making one last picture - a live-action/animation hybrid titled Alice’s Wonderland - Laugh-O-Gram was forced to file for bankruptcy. Undaunted, Disney sold his camera and bought a one-way ticket to Hollywood, the new home of the burgeoning film industry. As he later said, “You may not realize it when it happens, but a kick in the teeth may be the best thing in the world for you.”
         
Next Stop: Hollywood
Soon after arriving in the sunny city of angels, Walt Disney and his brother Roy pooled their resources and opened Disney Brothers’ Studio. They formalized an arrangement that was the foundation of all that was to come and that remained in place until Walt’s death: Roy took care of business, leaving Walt free to dream and create. To help make his vision a reality, Walt brought out many of the animators who had worked with him in Kansas City, including Iwerks. The studio was on Hyperion Avenue in the hilly Silver Lake district of Los Angeles, where it remained until 1939. Historian Neal Gabler, in his biography of Disney, described the studio as “not a particularly prepossessing place, situated among wild oats and abutting a pipe organ factory and a gas station.” The location may have been unprepossessing, but the work that was done there made movie history. Today, an upscale Gelson’s supermarket (each store has a concierge) sits on the site, graced with a Disney historical marker on the sidewalk in front its parking lot.
Using Alice’s Wonderland as their calling card, Walt and Roy Disney looked for a distributor; they hoped that the film would become the basis for a series of shorts called Alice Comedies. They soon heard from New York distributor Margaret Winkler, who ordered a number of Alice Comedies. At the age of twenty-two, Disney was on his way to establishing himself in Hollywood.
         
In 1925, the studio hired a young secretary named Lillian Bounds. She had grown up in Idaho, on the Nez Perce Indian Reservation, where her father worked as a blacksmith and a U.S. marshal. An independent and adventurous young woman, Bounds had moved to Los Angeles on her own to make a life for herself. She was small and stylish, and she quickly caught Disney’s eye. And no doubt he caught hers - photos of him from this time show a confident young man, already sporting the moustache and combed-back hair that would become his trademarks. Appropriately enough for Los Angeles, their early courtship blossomed in a car. Being a gentleman, Disney was in the habit of driving female employees home after work, and Bounds noted that he took the other young women home first, even though she lived closest to the studio. Disney and Bounds married later that year in Idaho. From all accounts, theirs was a happy marriage and a productive partnership, with never a hint of trouble. Their first daughter, Diana, was born in 1933, and they adopted a second child, Sharon, in 1936.
Alice Comedies proved reasonably successful, but Disney’s passion was focused on animation. He believed that he had discovered the universal language of delight, saying, “Animation offers a medium of storytelling and visual entertainment which can bring pleasure to people of all ages everywhere in the world.” With each Alice Comedies installment, the animation gained more and more screen time at the expense of the (albeit charming) young actresses who successively played Alice. Soon Disney was ready to leave live action behind; he became convinced that the path to greater success lay in developing a captivating cartoon star. He and Iwerks came up with Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, a good-natured, intrepid Everyrabbit who conquers adversity with ingenuity. The first Oswald cartoon was Trolley Troubles. The sheer exuberant delight that Disney and Iwerks take in animation itself is apparent is this five-minute smile fest, as is their growing virtuosity with the medium.”
         
Then Disney hit an obstacle, one that shaped and hardened his attitude toward business for the rest of his life. Margaret Winkler - Disney’s New York-based distributor - married a man named Charles Mintz, and he took control of her business. Oswald the Lucky Rabbit was an instant success with audiences across the country, and Mintz ordered more. Meanwhile, he had also cut his own distribution deal with Universal Pictures. The Disney Studio expanded and hired additional animators to meet the demand.
         
In February 1928, Walt Disney traveled to New York to negotiate a per-cartoon fee increase with Mintz. He was shocked and blindsided when Mintz told him that he was going to reduce Disney’s fee. He went on to explain that he had secretly put most of Disney’s animators (but not the loyal Iwerks) under contract and would open his own studio if Disney didn’t accept his terms. Since Universal, not Disney, owned the Oswald copyright and could make the cartoons without Disney, he found himself outmaneuvered. He angrily rejected Mintz’s terms and found himself without both his mainstay and most of his animators. At the age of twenty-seven, he learned a painful lesson about business, and he never lost control of his product again. (The ever-tenacious Disney tried to regain rights to the Oswald character over the years and, in 2006, forty years after Walt Disney’s death, the company finally did.)
Who Needs a Silly Rabbit?
Once again, Disney turned adversity to his advantage. As he said later, “I have been up against tough competition all my life. I wouldn’t know how to get along without it.” Wasting no time on the trip back to California after his meeting with Mintz, Disney started to sketch, and one of the most iconic characters in history appeared: “He popped out of my mind onto a drawing pad . . . on a train ride from Manhattan to Hollywood at a time when the business fortunes of my brother Roy and myself were at lowest ebb and disaster seemed right around the corner.” When Disney showed the drawings to his wife and told her that he was going to call the little rodent Mortimer Mouse, she said that was “too pompous” and suggested Mickey instead.
Iwerks tweaked Disney’s original Mickey to make him easier to animate, and Disney developed his personality and supplied his voice. In the words of one Disney employee, “Ub designed Mickey’s physical appearance, but Walt gave him his soul.” After a couple of silent Mickey cartoons failed to sell, Disney added sound, and Mickey debuted in November 1928 in Steamboat Willie, the first synchronized-sound cartoon.
         
Mickey Mouse was a wild success; the American public fell in love with him. Adorable, hapless, resourceful, mischievous, and cheerful, the little fellow struck a chord as the country struggled through tough economic times. In his book The Disney Version: The Life, Times, Art and Commerce of Walt Disney, film critic and historian Richard Schickel writes that Mickey was “a symbol of the unconquerably chipper American spirit in the depths of the Depression.” The loveable mouse went on to appear in more than 130 films - both shorts and feature-length - that garnered nine Best Animated Short Film Oscar nominations and one win. Mickey also, of course, spawned a passel of spinoffs including Minnie Mouse, Donald Duck, Goofy, and Pluto. Within a few years, his popularity had spread around the world, with Disney saying, “Laughter is America’s most important export.” Today, Mickey remains the heart and soul of the Disney empire, the little mouse who symbolizes good-natured fun and has given rise to countless stuffed toys, costumes, hats, figurines, ad infinitum. In 1978, Mickey became the first cartoon character to have a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. As Walt Disney was fond of saying over the years, “I only hope we don’t lose sight of one thing – that it was all started by a mouse.”
         
Disney’s Folly
Disney’s next significant project began in 1929 when he inaugurated the Silly Symphonies, a series that began as musical novelty cartoons; over the years the role of narrative increased in the films. This evolution foreshadows Disney’s greatest cinematic successes. As he put it, “We keep moving forward, opening new doors, and doing new things because we’re curious, and curiosity keeps leading us down new paths.”
         
The first Silly Symphony was the delightfully macabre Skeleton Dance. In the summer of 1932, Disney released the first Technicolor cartoon, Flowers and Trees. While he had been anthropomorphizing animals for years, this cartoon gave human characteristics to, obviously, flowers and trees. It is a sheer wonder of early animation, all in splashy Technicolor - imagine the awe of its first audiences, who had never seen color film before.
         
Then, ten months later, came the cartoon that changed everything. Three Little Pigs, while musically-based, was a true narrative film. It was a box office sensation, playing for months all over the country and then the world. Its song - Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf - became America’s de facto national anthem as the nation struggled through the lingering Depression.
         
Always pushing boundaries, Disney used the Silly Symphonies to experiment with new techniques, special effects, character development, and narrative. As he said, “I take great pride in the artistic development of cartoons. Our characters are made to go through emotions which a few short years ago would have seemed impossible.” While these advances improved the Silly Symphonies, Disney had his eyes on a larger goal - he was determined to make the first full-length animated feature. In the meantime, Disney’s innovations were widely praised within the film industry, and the Silly Symphonies - there were seventy-five in all - won seven Academy Awards.
         
For his first animated feature Disney chose the fairy tale Snow White. There were many naysayers in the industry who felt that audiences wouldn’t embrace a feature-length cartoon, and the project became known as “Disney’s Folly.” Even Roy Disney and Walt’s wife Lillian were skeptical, in no small part because of the time and money it would take to get the film made. But Disney was undeterred, and Snow White went into production in 1934. Disney had planned to direct, but after a Silly Symphony he directed was widely viewed as sluggish, he cleverly bowed out; instead he produced the film and acted as creative overseer. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs proved to be a monumental undertaking, requiring 2 million hand-drawn frames and costing nearly $1.5 million, a colossal sum in those days. Three years into production, with the film still unfinished, the studio ran out of cash. Loan officers at Bank of America, after seeing a rough cut, gave Disney the money he needed to complete it.
         
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs premiered on December 21, 1937, and at the end of the screening, the audience rose and cheered. It went on to become the highest-grossing picture of 1938, earning the equivalent of over $125-million in today’s dollars. The film won an Honorary Oscar “as a significant screen innovation which has charmed millions and pioneered a great new entertainment field.” No less than the ten-year old actress Shirley Temple presented Disney with one full-size Oscar statuette and seven miniature ones. The film’s signature tune “Some Day My Prince Will Come” has become a jazz standard, and the American Film Institute named Snow White the greatest American animated film of all time, and the thirty-fourth greatest American film overall. In 1989, the movie was added to the United States National Film Registry, being deemed “culturally, historically, or aesthetically significant.”
         
Roy Disney showed his leadership and creativity by making pioneering licensing deals that had Snow White merchandise in stores on the day the film opened. Americans scooped up figurines, lunchboxes, costumes, and other ephemera. Within five years, Disney was selling more than $100 million a year in merchandise as one of the world’s greatest and most enduring brands took hold.
         
Doubling Down
Building on his success, Walt Disney moved Disney Studios to a new campus in Burbank and ushered in what has been called the Golden Age of Animation. While the studio continued to roll out its ever-popular cartoons shorts, three features were also put into production: Pinocchio, Fantasia and Bambi.
         
Pinocchio was based on a popular nineteenth-century Italian children’s book about a wooden puppet brought to life by a fairy who tells him he can become a real boy if he proves himself “brave, truthful, and unselfish.” Pinocchio sets off on a series of misadventures that end, of course, happily. Released in February 1940, Pinocchio proved to be a box office disappointment. Although it won Oscars for Best Score and Best Song (“When You Wish Upon a Star”), Disney was disheartened by the initial response. Pinocchio, however, had staying power - in re-release it went on to become a perennial favorite.
         
In November 1940, just nine months after Pinocchio, Disney released Fantasia, a movie so groundbreaking that it can almost be called experimental. Fantasia is made up of eight animated segments set to pieces of classical music performed by the Philadelphia Orchestra and conducted by the legendary Leopold Stokowski. Each piece is introduced by the composer and music critic Deems Taylor in a live-action segment.
         
Fantasia grew out of a Silly Symphony short entitled Sorcerer’s Apprentice, which starred Mickey Mouse. As Disney recounted, “I was doing Sorcerer’s Apprentice with Mickey Mouse, and I happened to have dinner with Leopold Stokowski. And Stokowski said, ‘Oh, I’d love to conduct that for you.’ . . . Well, that led to not only doing this one little short subject but . . . all of Fantasia and before I knew it I ended up spending four hundred and some thousand dollars getting music from Stokowski. But we were in then, and it was the point of no return. We went ahead and made it.”
         
In his endless quest for technological innovation and a better audience experience, Disney had his engineers develop Fantasound, a breakthrough stereophonic sound system, the precursor of today’s surround sound. Fantasound marked the first use of concurrent multi-track recording and overdubbing of orchestral parts. The result: The audience felt like they were sitting in the middle of the orchestra. In 1942, Disney was awarded an Honorary Oscar for “outstanding contribution to the advancement of the use of sound in motion pictures through the production of Fantasia.”
         
When it opened, Fantasia dazzled most critics: The New York Times raved that “motion history was made last night . . . Fantasia dumps conventional formulas overboard and reveals the scope of films for imaginative excursion.” Time magazine described Fantasound this way: “As the music sweeps to a climax, it froths over the proscenium arch, boils into the rear of the theatre, all but prances up and down the aisles.” As for audiences, this departure from what they expected from the Disney brand was perhaps a bridge too far, and the box office was disappointing if not disastrous. Adding to the bottom-line problem, the cost of installing Fantasound was high, and the lucrative European market was cut off by World War II.
         
Strike One
After the disappointments of Pinocchio and Fantasia, Disney needed an infusion of cash. Walt also put his fourth animated feature, Dumbo, into production. It told the relatively simple story of a circus elephant who can fly and was intended to be a low-budget way for the studio to regain its financial footing. Instead, it sparked a conflict that forever changed both Disney and his studio.
         
During the 1930s, the American labor movement had grown enormously, and the film industry, like all industries, was a target. In 1938, the Screen Cartoonists’ Guild was formed, and most animation studios quickly signed agreements with the union. Disney was a holdout; he believed he treated his animators well and paid them fairly. This position was far from unanimous.
         
Though his public persona was the warm, beaming Uncle Walt, Disney was a perfectionist with a temper who was known to reduce people to cinders. His demeanor could veer suddenly from camaraderie to disdain, and he insisted on having the last word on almost everything. As one artist complained, “By the time you got your ideas back from Walt, you wouldn’t recognize them as your own. He absorbed and digested everything. In the end, the production was all his.” Animator Ward Kimball painted a softer portrait of Disney, saying, “In all honesty, I think he was so wrapped up in his work he didn’t realize he was pissing people off and embarrassing them.”
         
Salaries and bonuses were decided at Disney’s whim, and there were wide disparities in pay among people with similar jobs. In addition, animators got little or no public recognition for their work. Even Ub Iwerks was so frustrated by the lack of credit and Disney’s autocratic management style that he quit to start his own studio (he later returned to the Disney fold).
Against all this evidence, Disney continued to present himself as a paternalistic, benevolent leader who ran his business as a haven for creativity and innovation. “It’s my nature to be democratic,” he told his employees just before his labor problems ignited. “I want to be just a guy working in this plant - which I am. When I meet people in the hall, I want to be able to speak to them and have them speak to me and say ‘hello’ with a smile. I can’t work under any other conditions . . . And, fellows, I take my hat off to results only.”
Many of Disney’s most talented animators joined the Screen Cartoonists’ Guild, including Art Babbitt, who became its in-house leader. Disney accused Babbitt of rallying his staff against him, called him “a troublemaker and a Bolshevik,” and fired him.
         
The next day - May 29, 1941 – Disney’s animators went on strike. Production on Dumbo came to a near halt as both sides clung to their positions. Disney refused to negotiate and, in a fit of pique, ordered the remaining Dumbo animators to caricature the strikers as circus clowns who try to “hit the big boss for a raise.” Infuriated by the strike, Disney’s already conservative political views took a sharp turn to the right.
         
It was around this time that he became a spy for the FBI, uncovering the communists supposedly determined to turn Hollywood into a propaganda machine for the Soviet agenda of world domination. In 1944, he was a founding member of the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals, a high-profile group of right-leaning stars that included John Wayne, Ginger Rogers, Gary Cooper, and Ronald Reagan. The group, which many accused of being anti-Semitic, provided the vast majority of the “friendly witnesses” to the House Un-American Activities Committee inquiry into communists in the film industry. It was hardly coincidental that the vast majority of artists who ended up blackballed - and therefore unable to support their families – were Jewish.
         
We’ll leave the last word on Disney’s anti-Semitism to his biographer Neal Gabler, who had unrestricted access to the Disney archives. In a 2006 CBS News interview, he was asked his opinion and said: “That’s one of the questions everybody asks me. . . . My answer to that is, not in the conventional sense that we think of someone as being an anti-Semite. But he got the reputation because, in the 1940s, he got himself allied with a group called the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals, which was an anti-Communist and anti-Semitic organization. And though Walt himself, in my estimation, was not anti-Semitic, nevertheless, he willingly allied himself with people who were anti-Semitic, and that reputation stuck. He was never really able to expunge it throughout his life.”
The strike dragged on for five weeks, and it was the involvement of an unlikely character that broke the logjam. Nelson Rockefeller, then head of the Latin American Affairs office in the U.S. State Department (and future governor of New York and vice president of the United States), asked Disney to lead a goodwill tour of Latin America. With Disney out of town, passions cooled, and the strike was settled with the help of a federal mediator, who found in the Guild’s favor on every issue. The Disney studio signed a contract and has been a union operation ever since. Stung by the outcome, Disney slashed the number of Disney employees from around 1,200 to 694. In his book on Disney, Richard Schickel quotes a letter in which Disney wrote that the strike “cleaned house at our studio” and got rid of “the chip-on-the-shoulder boys and the world-owes-me-a-living lads.”
         
The cost of the strike was high. An us-versus-them mentality took hold of Disney, and he became a distrustful, tight-fisted, and secretive leader. The company became known for driving hard deals with talent at all levels.
War Changes Everything
In December 1941, the United States entered World War II, and Hollywood quickly rallied behind the war effort. Disney was no exception - the U.S. Army commissioned the studio to turn out training films for the troops and morale-boosting cartoons for audiences at home. Soon, more than 90 percent of Disney employees were dedicated to the effort. The shorts included Der Fuehrer’s Face, starring Donald Duck as a disillusioned Nazi, which won the Academy Award for Best Animated Short Film.
         
One day in 1942, Walt received a letter from the Naval Operations Office in Washington asking him to design an emblem appropriate for its new fleet of “mosquito boats.” He got right on it, and a few days later the Navy had an emblem: a little mosquito wearing a sailor’s cap streaking through the water atop a torpedo. The insignia was such a hit that every torpedo boat in the fleet was soon adorned with Disney’s mosquito.
Word got out, and soon Disney-designed insignia appeared on planes, trucks, tanks, minesweepers, bombers, fighter planes, flight jackets, and other military equipment. This is remarkable testimony to the esteem and affection that Americans felt for Disney characters - in this case, they literally represented the United States. Disney was considered so important to the war effort, in fact, that the Army deployed troops to protect its studios.
Disney did manage to release two non-war-related features - 1942’s Bambi and 1945’s The Three Caballeros. Bambi, of course, is the story of a brave deer whose mother is killed by hunters (who criticized the film). The movie was another box-office disappointment, especially with the profitable European market closed. Like Pinocchio and Fantasia, however, the film has been reissued numerous times, has become a perpetual profit machine for Disney, and a classic beloved by generations.
         
Disney’s savvy strategy of re-releasing its movies every seven years started with Snow White in 1944 and, until the advent of videocassettes and then DVDs, was exceptionally profitable. Waiting years between releases allowed a new generation of children to come of age, and also created pent-up demand among fans who had already seen the film.
         
The war years were tough on the studio, both creatively and financially. Roy Disney put it this way: “After the war was over, we were like a bear coming out of hibernation, we were skinny and gaunt, and we had no fat on our bones. Those were the lost years for us.”
Disney was determined to make up for that lost time.
The Golden Years
As the United States entered the post-war boom years, Walt Disney was right there, ready to provide sparkling, optimistic entertainment to suit the country’s mood. In 1950, right out of the gate, he delivered the animated feature Cinderella. The movie was a box-office smash, and the profits Disney reaped - including merchandise and music sales - left it flush with cash. Walt followed up with an aggressive slate of animated features, including Peter Pan, Alice in Wonderland, and Lady and the Tramp. But he also leapt into live-action movies for the first time, producing hits such Treasure Island, 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, and Old Yeller.
         
At the same time, the entertainment industry was being hit by the most significant innovation since the advent of motion pictures: television. No longer did Americans have to go to theaters to get their fix of stories, stars, cartoons, and singing and dancing - it was all available in the comfort of their living rooms. The basic reaction of the film industry could be summed up in one word: fear. Many studios were caught flatfooted, at least temporarily. Not Disney. He had always embraced technological advances, and television was no exception.
In October 1954, the Disney anthology television series began. The series had several different titles over the years - including Disneyland, Walt Disney Presents, and Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color - before it ended its run on Christmas Eve 2008. The show was originally hosted by Disney himself, who by now was one of the most famous and revered men in the country. In his friendly, warm manner, he would introduce the material, some of it animated, some of it live action, some original, and some from the studio vaults.
         
Disney and the show were soon having a profound impact on American popular culture. The 1955 three-episode series on the life of American frontiersman Davy Crockett spawned a craze that swept the United States. The theme song, “The Ballad of Davy Crockett” was everywhere on the airwaves, and just about every boy in the country had to have one of Davy’s coonskin caps.
         
Also in 1955, Disney premiered the after-school Mickey Mouse Club for children, which was an instant hit. This quasi-educational variety show featured a cast of children (call Mouseketeers) playing themselves.
         
Roy and Walt Disney were relentless in expanding the Disney brand with music, books, comic books, clothing, and more. In addition, they formed partnerships with companies like Coca-Cola and Sears. “Integration is the key word around here,” Roy Disney explained. “We don’t do anything in one line without giving a thought to its likely profitability in our other lines.”
Walt Disney continued to mold his image, shunning Hollywood parties for dinner at home with his wife and daughters. In interviews and appearances, he became a spokesman for a certain vision of American life - an idealized world of picket fences and wholesome fun, of pat answers and happy endings. Studio publicists portrayed him as “a quiet, pleasant man you might not look twice at on the street.” Disney himself said, “I don’t have depressed moods. I’m happy, just very, very happy.” For those who’d seen his dark side, these words no doubt elicited some eye rolling. But perception is reality - especially in show business - and the ever-restless Disney was no doubt sincere when he said in one interview, “We keep moving forward, opening new doors, and doing new things because we’re curious and curiosity keeps leading us down new paths.”
Disney had reached an almost unprecedented level of success, both commercial and personal. He occupied a unique niche in America’s and even the world’s consciousness. Both money and power allowed him to move inexorably forward towards his latest ambition.
Guess Where We Are Going?
Inspired by memories of his childhood visits to Kansas City’s Electric Park, Disney had a dream, a dream of a magical place. When you entered, all your cares melted away, and you were transported into a place of imagination and wonder, joy and delight, a literal fantasyland. He put it this way, “I don’t want the public to see the world they live in while they’re in Disneyland. I want them to feel that they’re in another world.”
In the early 1950s, he set it all in motion, visiting Tivoli Gardens in Copenhagen and other notable amusement parks for renewed inspiration and scouting out possible sites for his own Shangri-La in Orange County, south of Los Angeles. He remembered, “I first saw the site for Disneyland back in 1953. In those days, it was all flat land, no rivers, no mountains, no castles or rocket ships - just orange groves and a few acres of walnut trees.”
         
There were the usual naysayers, of course, people who said amusement parks were grubby and seedy and that their time had passed. Then there was the issue of financing; the costs would be enormous. Disney ignored these obstacles, quietly bought up 160 acres in Anaheim, and entered into a partnership with ABC television to secure financing. In 1954, he began construction on the project that was to change the entertainment industry forever and cement his legacy.
In a brilliant cross-marketing move, during the park’s construction Disney used his television show Disneyland to build anticipation. By the time Disneyland opened, just about every American knew about it and millions were excited to visit.
         
The big moment finally arrived - Disneyland was unveiled in a television special on Sunday, July 17, 1955; one of the hosts was Ronald Reagan. Disney spoke, saying: “To all who come to this happy place: Welcome. Disneyland is your land. Here age relives fond memories of the past, and here youth may savor the challenge and promise of the future. Disneyland is dedicated to the ideals, the dreams, and the hard facts that have created America with the hope that it will be a source of joy and inspiration to all the world.”
The day was a disaster. Thousands of counterfeit tickets turned up, and the crowd was three times bigger than anticipated. The celebrities who were supposed to appear at staggered times showed up en masse. The temperature was 101 degrees, and most of the park’s water fountains weren’t working. Since Pepsi was a sponsor of the day, many guests grumbled that this was a deliberate move to sell more soda. Much of the park’s asphalt had been poured just that morning and was so soft (the heat didn’t help) that women’s high-heels sank into it. Vendors ran out of food. A gas leak in Fantasyland caused Adventureland, Frontierland, and Fantasyland to close for the afternoon. And the lines were daunting. Some parents were seen throwing their children over the crowds to get them onto rides. For years, the day was referred to as Black Sunday by Disney executives.
Needless to say, the problems were quickly solved, and the park went on to become a landmark success, drawing over a million visitors in its first year (total attendance since its opening exceeds 600 million). And in spite of Black Sunday, the park was a marvel, a testimony to Disney’s vision, leadership, and attention to detail. He wanted to create an experience unlike any other, with the nostalgia of the idealized Main Street and Frontierland balanced by the optimism of a futuristic Tomorrowland. Employees were trained to pick up every bit of trash within thirty seconds after it hit the ground and to be consistently cheerful and helpful. At least in those early years, cost was secondary; as Disney put it to his team: “You and I do not worry whether anything is cheap or expensive. We only worry whether it’s good. I have a theory that if it’s good enough, the public will pay you back for it.”
         
The Final Years
From 1955 to 1966 - the last decade of Disney’s life – his studio released more than fifty family-friendly movies, many of them live action. Among the more notable were the animated 101 Dalmatians in 1961 and Mary Poppins in 1964. And, of course, Disney was busy planning Disney World and overseeing the company’s myriad other projects and partnerships. But Disney had reached that point where he wanted to give back, and he did so on a scale and in a manner befitting his life and career: He founded and funded the California Institute of the Arts (CalArts).
         
At Disney’s initiative, CalArts began in 1961 when the Los Angeles Conservatory of Music merged with the Chouinard Art Institute, which had trained many of Disney’s early animators. As a seasoned (if at times difficult) collaborator himself, Disney was especially excited by the idea of bringing artistic disciplines together, creating an environment of cross-pollination and mutual inspiration. He wrote in an early CalArts document: “There already have been geniuses combining the arts in the mass-communications media, and they have already given us powerful new art forms. The future holds bright promise for those who imaginations are trained to play on the vast orchestra of art-in-combination. Such supermen will appear most certainly in those environments which provide contact with all the arts, but even those who devote themselves to a single phase of art will benefit from broadened horizons.”
In the fall of 1966, Walt was scheduled to undergo surgery on an old neck injury he sustained playing polo at his country club. On November 2, during pre-operative X-rays, doctors at St. Joseph Medical Center, across the street from the Disney Studio, discovered a large tumor on his left lung; a biopsy showed it to be malignant. The lung was removed, and Disney, a lifelong smoker of unfiltered cigarettes, was told that his life expectancy was six months to two years. He underwent several rounds of chemotherapy, and then he and Lillian took a trip alone to Palm Springs. On November 30, back home in Los Angeles, Disney collapsed. He was revived by a fire department medic and rushed to St. Joseph’s where, on December 15, 1966, at 9:30 a.m., ten days after his sixty-fifth birthday, he died.
Walt Disney never liked funerals and attended few of them. “When I’m dead,” he told his daughters, “I don’t want a funeral. I want people to remember me alive.”
So his service on December 16 was kept small and private. Only close relatives were invited to attend, and news of the funeral was released only after it was over. On December 17, his body was cremated and his ashes interred at Forest Lawn Cemetery in Glendale, California.
And so this perfectly imperfect man left us - and all his creations - behind.
Today, of course, The Walt Disney Company is a vast entertainment and media conglomerate, with studios, cruise lines, resorts, children’s books and magazines, the ABC network, and ventures on cable television and the Internet. And his legacy is enshrined at the Walt Disney Family Museum, which opened in San Francisco 2009. Thousands of artifacts from Disney’s life and career are on display, including the 248 awards that he received.
Let’s close with Disney’s own words: “It’s kind of fun to do the impossible.”
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