
preface

Anyone who writes a biography of Walt Disney is obliged to explain what
he is up to, given that a dozen or more biographies of Disney have already
been published. It is not enough to say that most of those books are not very
good. The question is whether a new biography can avoid the pitfalls that
have doomed the earlier ones.

Most Disney biographies have portrayed either a man who fell short of
perfection only in a few venial ways (he smoked way too much and used a
great deal of profanity), or one who was personally odious (anti-Semitism
being the sin of choice) and the products of whose labors are a stain on Amer-
ican culture.

I have found few signs of either Disney in my own research into his life,
which began in 1969 with my first trip to California and interviews with Ward
Kimball, one of his best animators, and Carl Stalling, the first composer for
his sound cartoons. Disney was, in my reckoning, a stunted but fascinating
artist, and a generally admirable but less interesting entrepreneur. The trick,
I think, is to wind those strands of his life together, along with a few strands
from his private life, in a way that yields something close to the whole man;
and that is what I have tried to do in this book.

I have concentrated my attention on his work, his animated films in par-
ticular, because that is where I have found his life story most compelling. He
was, from all I can tell, a good husband and a devoted father, but he was in-
distinguishable in those and other respects from a great many men of his gen-
eration. The Disneyland park was, and remains, an entrepreneurial marvel,
but it was much more a product of its times than Disney’s films, and its im-
pact on American culture, for good or ill, has been exaggerated. Thomas Edi-
son and Henry Ford may have transformed their country, but Walt Disney
only helped to shape economic and demographic changes that would have
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occurred without him. It is his animated films of the 1930s and early 1940s
that make him uniquely interesting.

My great advantage in writing this book is that I have already written a
history of Hollywood animation (Hollywood Cartoons: American Animation
in Its Golden Age) that includes a history of Walt Disney’s studio in those
years. In writing this book, I have been particularly fortunate in being able
to draw on the interviews that Milton Gray and I recorded as part of my re-
search for Hollywood Cartoons. Most of the people we interviewed who knew
Walt Disney—some of them as long ago as the early 1920s—were rarely if
ever interviewed otherwise, and almost all of them have since died. No one
undertaking a Disney biography now can draw on a richer store of memo-
ries of Disney and his studio than the interviews for Hollywood Cartoons. Not
all those memories are of equal value, of course, but Disney was a volatile
and demanding boss, and his employees had every incentive to observe him
closely and remember what they saw and heard.

For this book, I have interviewed a few more people who knew Walt Dis-
ney, mostly in connection with his live-action films. Regrettably, most of the
people who worked alongside Disney on Disneyland are gone now. Milt Gray
and I interviewed some of the park’s most important ride designers—people
like Marc Davis, Ken Anderson, Claude Coats, and Herb Ryman—but they
worked first on cartoons, and our interviews for Hollywood Cartoons dealt al-
most entirely with their work in animation. Fortunately, however, there is no
shortage of documentation in this area. Disneyland and related subjects, like
Walt Disney’s passion for railroads, have been the subjects of several well-
researched books, notably Walt Disney’s Railroad Story, by Michael Broggie,
and an occasional memoir. The “E” Ticket (P. O. Box 8597, Mission Hills CA
91346-8597; www.the-e-ticket.com), a magazine devoted to Disneyland’s his-
tory founded by Jack E. Janzen and his late brother, Leon J. Janzen, has in-
cluded a valuable and often unique interview with a Disneyland veteran in
almost every issue.

Walt Disney never wrote an autobiography, but he came reasonably close
in 1956 when he sat for a series of interviews with Pete Martin, who inter-
viewed celebrities for the Saturday Evening Post and had already ghostwrit-
ten books with Arthur Godfrey and Bing Crosby. As Disney’s daughter Di-
ane Miller explained in 2001, the original idea was that Disney’s ghostwritten
autobiography would be serialized in the Post, but he was not interested. Dis-
ney suggested instead that “they change their concept and have his story told
by me, his eldest daughter. My sister and I would be paid for it and, although
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it would be about half of what they’d oªered him, it was still a lot of money.”
That was Disney’s way of helping his daughter and son-in-law and their two
children get a financial foothold. As Diane Miller wrote, “I was always un-
comfortable with assuming credit for authorship of the ensuing book [The
Story of Walt Disney by Diane Disney Miller as told to Pete Martin (New York,
1957)], because I had very little to do with it, save for attending, with great
delight, all of Pete’s interviews with Dad. . . . The result is hours of taped inter-
views, which have been a wonderful resource for subsequent researchers.”1

Internal evidence—like references to Jean Hersholt’s death and a forth-
coming Disney TV show—indicates that the interviews were recorded in
May and June 1956 (not July, as Diane Miller remembered). Extensive ex-
cerpts from the interviews have been published on the Walt Disney Family
Museum Web site and in many Disney-sanctioned books, sometimes in
modified or paraphrased form. Copies of the complete transcripts (and the
transcript of a 1961 Martin interview with Disney) are held by the Walt Dis-
ney Archives in Burbank and as part of the Richard G. Hubler Collection
at the Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center at Boston University. I have
quoted from the transcripts rather than their published equivalents, cor-
recting only misspellings and other obvious errors.

Hubler was a freelance writer who wrote many magazine pieces and was
the as-told-to coauthor of Ronald Reagan’s memoir Where’s the Rest of Me?
He was the first author commissioned by Walt Disney Productions and the
Disney family to write a biography of Walt Disney, less than a year after Dis-
ney’s death. In late 1967 and 1968 Hubler interviewed many Disney employees
and members of Disney’s family, some of whom were never interviewed oth-
erwise. His book was never published. “Turned it in for corrections and/or
defections in fact—and got a blank wall,” he told me in 1969. “No comment,
no reasons, no nothing at all. . . . They paid the considerable contractual
penalty and let it drop dead.”2 Hubler retained drafts of his manuscript, com-
plete and partial transcripts of dozens of interviews, and a wealth of other
material, all of which he donated to Boston University and much of which
I consulted in the course of writing my own book. Transcripts of a number
of Hubler’s interviews are also held at the Walt Disney Archives, and they
have been quoted extensively in subsequent Disney-authorized books like Bob
Thomas’s biographies of Walt Disney and his brother Roy.

In all these interviews—my own, Martin’s with Disney, Hubler’s, and
others with Disney’s friends and employees—there are no gaping chasms
of fact, few if any irreconcilable disagreements. (In my research, I have en-
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countered starkly diªerent versions of events only for the filming of Swiss
Family Robinson on the island of Tobago. Disney never visited the island
during shooting, so those disagreements were of limited importance to this
book.) Disney himself, from the time in the early 1930s when he began re-
visiting his personal history for interviewers and approving press releases
about it, was remarkably consistent in what he said. When he smudged or
passed over episodes in his life, it was usually for readily discernible reasons,
like his continuing resentment of what he saw as a former employee’s
disloyalty.

The greatest obstacle to writing an accurate Disney biography is not de-
liberate falsehood but the lapses of earlier writers. No writer wants to repeat
research that other people have already done well, but a great deal of what
has been published about Walt Disney’s life incorporates small, avoidable er-
rors. As reflected in the endnotes, I have tried to avoid such errors, especially
by relying on primary materials whenever possible. Errors are inevitable,
though, and as they surface I will post corrections on my Web site, www
.michaelbarrier.com.

Some primary materials are more accessible than others. As part of my re-
search for Hollywood Cartoons, I saw almost all of the theatrical sound car-
toons that Walt Disney produced, as well as almost all of the surviving silent
cartoons and a great many of the sponsored films like those made for the
military. Thanks especially to the Library of Congress’s collection, I have since
seen all the live-action features made during Disney’s lifetime, as well as al-
most all the live-action shorts, along with dozens of the Disney television
shows. (I have seen only a sampling of the Mickey Mouse Club, however; you
have to draw the line someplace.)

Although I enjoyed years of access to the Disney Archives during my work
on Hollywood Cartoons, the rules have tightened since then, and I did not do
any on-site research at the archives for this book—a minor inconvenience,
fortunately, considering the research I had already done and the other sources
available. Some primary materials are not yet available even to researchers
who have the company’s blessing. Roy Disney’s papers, made available to Bob
Thomas for his biography, remain closed to most writers, as do materials with
continuing legal significance (in what are called the “main files”). If such a
thing as a “definitive” biography of Walt Disney is even possible, it will be
decades before it can be written. I make no such claim for this book. But I
know that it is far more accurate than most books about Walt Disney, and I
hope that it also oªers a strong sense of what the man Disney was like and
why he still commands our attention today. If I have succeeded in those aims,
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I will be more than happy to let someone else aspire to write the definitive
biography much later in this century.

Little Rock, Arkansas
August 1, 2006
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