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CHAPTER ONE

hen 21-year-old Walt Disney decided ,

to move from Kansas City, Missouri,

to Hollywood, California, he hadn’t
yet even dreamed of Mickey Mouse. He had cre-
ated other cartoon characters for Laugh-O-Gram
Films?, the Kansas City company he co-owned with
a friend, but after the company went bankrupt,

Walt found himself discouraged with animation.
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Yet, unable to find a job after he arrived in Hollywood, he once again turned
to cartoon drawing and soon convinced his older brother Roy, who was recov-
ering from tuberculosis®in a Los Angeles hospital, to join him in opening their
own studio. The two brothers quickly established the Disney Brothers Studio
in a small, windowless office and began work on Alice’s Wonderland, a series
of films that featured a real girl in a cartoon world.

Although the brothers made little money that first year, they were confident,
and with his typical optimism?, Walt told his father that he would “make the name
Disney famous around the world.” Although he at first produced much of the com-

pany’s animation, Walt soon realized that there were other artists more talented

1 Laugh-O-Gram Films: REHEHEFAE) 2 tuberculosis: £54Z5%
3 optimism: 571
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than he and turned instead to directing the animators the studio hired. As
Walt focused on the creative side of the company, Roy dealt with the financial*
aspects of running a business, trying to keep Walt—who rarely worried about
money—to a budget?. In 1926, Walt and Roy decided to rename their company
Walt Disney Productions (which later became the Walt Disney Company), as
they believed it would help business if people thought a single individual
had created their films.

Even with the new name, the company at first struggled to sell enough
films to pay its few employees. Then, in 1927, the Disneys created Oswald the
Lucky Rabbit, who became an instant success. People around the country
flooded theaters to watch Oswald’s latest antics’*—from racing airplanes to
hunting big game* in Africa—and items with Oswald’s floppy-eared picture
on them filled store shelves. Confident that the company had at last gotten
its big break®, Walt and his wife Lilly headed to New York to negotiate a new
contract with their distributor®, fully expecting to get more money for the
little rabbit. Instead, Walt was offered less money and was told that all but
one of the company’s animators had been hired away. What was worse, the
distributor, Universal Pictures—not Walt Disney Productions—owned the
rights to Oswald.

Disappointed but never one to give up, Walt boarded the train back to
California and began to doodle’. Soon, a mouse with large, round ears had

“popped out of [his] mind and [onto] a drawing pad.” Walt asked his wife if
she liked the name “Mortimer Mouse.” She suggested that he name the char-
acter “Mickey Mouse” instead, and, in that instant, one of the most famous
cartoon characters of all time was born.

In May 1928, the first Mickey Mouse cartoon, a six-minute film called Plane
Crazy, was previewed in Hollywood, and a second short?, Gallopin’ Gaucho,

soon followed. Although the films were received with some enthusiasm by the

1 financial: 155§ 2 budget: Fi#d
3 antics: HIEBERIEDN 4 game: &’
5 big break: & A48 6 distributor: %77

7 doodle: EFiFE 8 short: 55
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Hollywood crowd, no one was willing to distribute them. The Disneys knew they
had to do something special to get Mickey Mouse noticed. Only a few months
before, the first-ever motion picture with sound had been introduced, and
now Walt proposed’ to make a Mickey Mouse cartoon with sound. The result
was Steamboat Willie, the world’s first cartoon with sound. Mickey Mouse’s
voice, provided by Walt himself, soon became one of the most recognizable
voices in the United States, and “Mickey Mouse Clubs”—at which children
sang Mickey Mouse songs, traded souvenirs?, and watched the latest car-
toons—sprang up around the country. Soon, Mickey Mouse could be seen on
everything from hairbrushes to pajamas, alarm clocks to doll houses.

Even with the widespread popularity of Mickey Mouse, Walt wasn’t content
to justsit back and enjoy the company’s success. Another film industry inno-
vation had caught his eye: color. In 1932, Walt Disney Productions created its
first color cartoon, called Flowers and Trees, which won an Academy Award?.

But Walt still wasn’t satisfied. So far, all of the studio’s cartoons had been
shorts, designed to be shown before a live-action feature film‘. Now, Walt
wanted to create an animated feature film, 20 times the length of a short. In
1934, the studio began work on Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, despite
the fact that people in the film industry said that no one would sit still for
an hour and a half of cartoons and took to calling the movie “Disney’s Folly.”

After three years—and $1.5 million—Snow White opened at a theater in
Los Angeles. Major movie stars of the day, including Charlie Chaplin, Shirley
Temple, and George Burns, were on hand for the premiere of the world’s first
full-length animated movie. Although critics® had warned that people would
never believe that a cartoon boy and girl could fall in love, audience mem-
bers were in tears when they thought Snow White had died. After its grand
premiere®, Snow White went on to earn $8 million, as well as an Academy
Award—or rather, eight Academy Awards: one big one alonbg with seven little

ones for each of the dwarfs. Walt and Roy Disney had arrived.

1 propose: {Zi¥ 2 trade souvenirs: 3IRE5S

3 Academy Award: ZASHEFF3E 4 live-action feature film: EALENEEH

5 critics: FFIEER 6 grand premiere: [ESHIEM

THE STORY OF DISNEY




“Youwon't find anyone who can really explain
the magic of Walt..... He was a common man
who was endowed with a touch of magic.”
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