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Foreword

I have something to get off my chest: despite having spent a disproportionate part of my life collecting and writing about all things Disney: my earliest encounter with the Mousetro’s work proved deeply traumatic for me and acutely embarrassing for my parents.

What ended as a nightmare had begun as a treat for my fourth birthday: a visit to a now-long-gone British institution, the News Theatre on London’s Waterloo Station. Open daily, from 9 a.m. to 11 p.m., the News Theatre screened a continuous program of newsreels, comedy one-reelers, and cartoons.

On this particular day, the bill featured the vintage 1938 Disney short, Brave Little Tailor, in which Mickey Mouse, in the title role, tackles an enormous giant in order to win the hand of the Princess Minnie.

At a crucial point in this drama, Mickey hides in a cart laden with pumpkins and, when the giant grabs a handful as a snack, Mickey finds himself being hurled into the giant’s mouth. Dodging the pumpkins as they hurtle by him like bowling balls, he only avoids being swallowed by hanging onto the giant’s uvular.

These antics were, naturally, greeted with hilarity by every other youngster in the cinema—but not, unfortunately, by me! Terrified at the mouse-threatening scenario unfolding before me in the dark, I screamed and screamed until my humiliated parents bundled me out of the theatre and rushed me off to the nearest café to pacify me with tea and buns.

I make this confession as it may help to explain the fixation with Disney that has obsessed me virtually ever since that harrowing day. Without that shock to my young system, that jolt to my nascent psyche, would I have co-authored several books on Disney topics (from Mickey Mouse and Snow White to Mary Poppins) or made several dozen hours of radio programmes for the BBC about Uncle Walt, his company and movies? Probably not.

One of the by-products of this career (of which I’ve only provided the sketchiest of detail since I’m taking up space in somebody else’s book on Disney) is the occasional invitation to write a foreword such as the one I’m just about to get down to writing here.

Within the annals of cinema history there is a small but growing coterie of dedicated scribes who are dubbed Disney historians. There is an urgent imperative to chronicle the life and times of Walt Disney and the achievements of his studio because it is the story of many people, most of whose contributions have only begun to be recorded in the past 50 years since the death of the man whose internationally recognized signature came to represent the combined talents of an army of artists, writers, musicians, and technicians.

Some of us of a certain age can still recall when there were scarcely more than a handful of books about the art and industry of Disney. Today there are shelf-loads of such books—representing a wide range of approaches from the academic and authoritative via the critical to the anodyne and scurrilous.

Nevertheless, there are still first-hand recollections needing to be recorded and new chapters of the story waiting to be written—not to mention the tedious task of correcting inaccuracies and remedying misconceptions.

One of the most prolific of these Disney historians is the indefatigable Jim Korkis (“At last!” you say, “This foreword is finally getting to the point!”) whose Disney vault you are about to enter.

I first met the vault keeper sixteen years ago, on December 5, 2001 (Walt’s hundredth birthday). We were in the VIP lounge of the Norway pavilion in Epcot and, whilst I no longer recall the reason for that choice of venue, I mention it since the fact that Epcot has a Norway VIP lounge will be, for some, an irresistible piece of Disney park trivia eagerly learned.

After signing a book of mine for Jim (despite my protestations that the only valuable copies are the unsigned ones), he gave me a cracking interview for one of my radio shows as a result of which I immediately had the measure of Jim’s talent: he was, like Shakespeare’s clown Autolycus, “a snapper-up of unconsidered trifles,” by which I mean that he collected a wealth of information that others had overlooked or disregarded and stored it away in his vast memory bank—or, you could say, vault!

Korkis books are always filled with these discoveries, fashioned together so as to create a series of diverse narratives of varying—but satisfyingly appropriate—length where the whole is always greater than the sum of the parts.

Jim is a born teller of tales, able to engage, excite, intrigue, and amuse us with stories that reveal not just his talent for research but also his gift of infectious enthusiasm. If something fascinates Korkis, he will make sure we share his fascination.

This is not surprising since he has met and talked with dozens of Disney animators and those theme park wizards known as “Imagineers” and has been writing about them and their genius boss for three-and-a-half decades.

Looking through the table of contents I can’t quite decide where I’ll start: maybe with the stories about Walt’s enthrallment with Abe Lincoln and Charlie Chaplin; or, perhaps, with the appreciation of Disney park dinosaurs; or, possibly, with the articles on the Oscar-winning documentary Seal Island, and the zany comedy that introduced the world to Car 53—Herbie, the Love Bug. Wherever I start, I can guarantee to be riveted and end up knowing immeasurably more than when I started.

In view of the distressing recollection with which I began this foreword, I was wondering if an essay on Disney giants might be on offer; but it really doesn’t matter because Jim can always add it to the possible contents list for his next foray into the Disney vault; meanwhile (since I’ve detained you far too long already), you can start enjoying this one.

Right, then! Off you go…

Brian Sibley
Disney Historian and Author


Introduction

Where do the stories come from? That was the title of an episode of ABC’s Disneyland weekly television show that originally aired on April 4,1956.

Walt said at the beginning of that show:

We have often been asked where do we get the ideas for our stories. Potential story ideas exist all around us and our story men have been trained to closely observe every day happenings with the thought of twisting a common occurrence into a story.

During the show, Walt explained how books, songs, personal experiences, and hobbies could springboard the development of an entertaining story.

I’ve often been asked a similar question about the stories that appear in The Vault of Walt series of books. Sometimes these books are the only place where a reader can find information about Walt Disney’s involvement in the DeMolay organization or the educational films made featuring Figment or Walt’s mother’s recipe for apple pie.

How do I know all these things if they don’t appear elsewhere? For nearly forty years I have been writing stories about Disney history that have been shared in a variety of media. At one point, I even worked for the Disney company and had access to people and material that others did not and wrote articles and did historical presentations for the company.

Growing up in the Los Angeles area near the Disney studio, I had the opportunity to personally interview animators, Imagineers, executives, theme park cast members, Disney family, and others who knew and worked with Walt. I also was able to attend countless events where people shared their Disney stories, and got to interact with them afterwards.

I spent time and money acquiring a personal library of documents, from vintage newspaper and magazine clippings to private letters, publicity material, and obscure books. All of this was my foundation to begin writing. However, just because someone says something or it appears in print does not make it true.

Sometimes people had faulty memories, only saw their part of the project, had a personal agenda they wanted to assert, wanted to promote something aggressively, simply repeated stories that “everyone knows” but no one ever really checked, or other things that obstruct the truth.

So, while having this rich foundation of information to begin work, it was only just the beginning. The hardest work was to try to verify it through several independent sources.

When more and more people began writing about Disney history, it quickly became apparent that they were concentrating on the same familiar stories and sometimes just repeating falsehoods that had previously appeared somewhere without doing any original research to confirm or debunk. Even today those falsehoods often crop up with alarming regularity.

No one seemed to be writing about the stories that I knew. I began to feel an obligation to share the stories that had been so generously shared with me, especially from people who were no longer around to share them with others.

When I wrote the first volume in this series, I fully believed there might be enough interest in these out-of-the-ordinary stories to sell a few copies. However, those stories proved so popular that right now I am writing this introduction to the sixth volume in the series and preparing a file folder of material for a possible seventh.

Some of the stories that follow are particular favorites of mine and have been greatly enhanced with new discoveries I and others have made over recent years. For now, there seems still to be some interesting stories left to share.

As always, I hope you enjoy these stories and will share them with others.

Jim Korkis
Disney Historian


Part One:

WALT STORIES

What would Walt do? Jack Hannah, responsible for many of the classic Disney animated short cartoons, told me in 1978:

When people ask me, “What would Walt think about this?” or “What would Walt do about that?” the thing is you never knew what he would do or say. He was always a surprise.

You’d think, “This is something Walt will love because he loved it in the past” and he would tear it to shreds while you stood there with your mouth hanging open.

Would Walt have wanted his company to buy and rely on franchises developed by others? Would Walt have wanted Disney theme parks outside of the United States? Would Walt have approved of remaking his classic animated films in live action? Would Walt have approved the annual price hikes at Disney theme parks? There are so many other questions.

The answer is that nobody really knows what Walt would have done. Walt would have been influenced by many factors that were happening at the time and he was constantly adapting and trying new things to keep his business alive.

With his love of new technology, I suspect Walt would have had great fun with today’s world of social media, CGI, virtual reality, and other technologies. He would have looked at it as a new opportunity. He always used new technologies like audio-animatronics as just another tool to tell stories.

Walt said:

It is a curious thing that the more the world shrinks because of electronic communications, the more limitless becomes the province of the storytelling entertainer.

With the introduction of alcohol at some table-service restaurants at the Magic Kingdom, there has been discussion about what Walt might think about this change in policy. When Magic Kingdom opened in 1971, it followed the same policy that Walt established at Disneyland when it opened in 1955.

Disneyland is a “dry” amusement venue, meaning that alcohol is not served there. The few exceptions, like Walt’s private apartment and the exclusive Club 33 restaurant in New Orleans Square, were not available to regular guests and controlled how much alcohol was dispensed.

Before Disneyland, most amusement parks and carnivals relied heavily on the sale of hard liquor and beer to significantly increase their profits and add to the spirit of “fun” at those venues that comes from imbibing too much of a different kind of spirit.

To explain why alcoholic beverages were prohibited in Disneyland, even though, like most men from that era, Walt himself enjoyed having a drink after work or at a social gathering, he told newspaper reporter Florabel Muir in July 1955:

I could have got most of my costs back [on building Disneyland] with beer concessions alone. A lot of adults will come here, but Disneyland is primarily for children and I don’t think kids and liquor mix.

He told Saturday Evening Post writer Pete Martin in June 1956:

No liquor, no beer, nothing. Because that brings in a rowdy element. That brings people that we don’t want and I feel they don’t need it. I feel when I go down to the park I don’t need a drink. I work around that place all day and I don’t have one.

Alcohol in a Disney theme park was first introduced in Florida’s Epcot Center in 1982 because that park was considered an adult experience and that the many international visitors would expect to drink alcohol with their meals since it was a part of their culture.

What would Walt have thought about that? Nobody really knows. Hopefully, the following stories offer a glimpse into the mind of Walt Disney and what influenced him at various times in his life.


The Charlie Chaplin Connection

Walt Disney’s theatrical career began as a teenager impersonating comedy filmmaking genius Charlie Chaplin in theater contests in Kansas City, Missouri.

While the first appearance of Chaplin’s The Little Tramp character was in February 1914, he kept evolving and refining the character so that it became less rough and aggressive and thus more sympathetic and popular.

Chaplin was twenty-four years old when he created the character and the reason for the mustache was to make him appear older without limiting his ability to make facial expressions.

Today, it has been forgotten by modern generations just how intensely an audience adored these films. In March 1917, Photoplay magazine reported that continuous laughter during a two weeks’ run of Chaplin comedies loosened the bolts on theater seats.

It was determined that nine out of ten men attending costume balls that year went dressed as Chaplin. Children bounced in their theater seats in glee at the acrobatic antics of the actor and purchased toys, books, and other merchandise featuring the Little Tramp.

By 1915, the press was declaring that Charlie Chaplin’s character was so popular that the world had “Chaplin-itis.” Vaudeville houses often showed motion pictures as well at this time and, to increase attendance, sponsored amateur Charlie Chaplin look-alike contests during the showings to save the cost of hiring live entertainers to perform and to increase revenue by bringing in friends and relatives to cheer on the hopeful impersonators.

The contests were not simply to “look” like Chaplin’s character since a few appropriate items like a derby, thin cane, and smudged-on mustache could accomplish that effect. Impersonators were encouraged to mimic the distinctive walk, swing of the cane, and wiggle of the upper lip. A young Bob Hope won first prize in such a contest in Cleveland, Ohio.

In 1915, Chaplin himself entered a contest held at a theater in San Francisco and failed to even make the finals. He later told a reporter for the Chicago Herald newspaper about it on July 15, 1915 and joked:

I am tempted to give lessons in the Chaplin walk out of pity as well as in the desire to see the thing done correctly.

That incident probably sparked the urban legend from around 1918 that Chaplin’s friend, actress Mary Pickford, told people that he had entered a look-alike contest and had come in 20th in the competition. While this story was repeated in some newspaper columns during this time period as fact, there has never been any confirmation that the story or even Pickford telling it was true. Different versions have the competition taking place in France, Monaco, and Switzerland.

In the July 1934 issue of Women’s Home Companion, Alva Johnston interviewed Walt Disney and stated:

He perfected himself in the art of springing a cane into the air with his feet and catching it nonchalantly. Sneaking out of the bedroom window, he would attend amateur nights where he won several small cash prizes and became known as the second best Chaplin [impersonator] in Kansas City.

He still believes that he was jobbed, as the winner of the first prizes broke the rules by departing from pantomime and singing songs. When Charlie Chaplins became too common in Kansas City, Disney took a partner and appeared on amateur nights in a singing and patter act.

In the March 1941 issue of Ladies’ Home Journal, in an article entitled “Mr. & Mrs. Disney,” Walt stated that when he was around thirteen years old he started entering Chaplin contests:

I’d get in line with half a dozen guys. I’d ad-lib and play with my cane and gloves. Sometimes, I’d win three dollars, sometimes two dollars and fifty cents, sometimes just get car fare. I made the wig out of old hemp used to stuff pipes. It stunk of creosote. Later, I got wise to crepe hair.

Because his father Elias did not pay Walt for his work delivering newspapers in the morning and late afternoon, Walt found other ways of supplementing his income.

He ordered extra papers to sell without his father’s knowledge and worked at the candy shop across the street from his school doing things like sweeping the place and unloading boxes during recess and at lunch hour. A local druggist paid him for delivering prescriptions at ten cents per delivery. Winning some money in a Chaplin look-alike contest seemed easier, quicker, and more fun.

Walt developed a friendship with a boy his own age named Walt Pfeiffer who he later brought out to California to work in the story department at the Disney studio. Pfeiffer’s father was a fun-loving and entertainment-loving patriarch much different from Walt’s own dad.

The elder Pfeiffer helped the boys attend Sunday matinees at a local Kansas City vaudeville theater to see the variety of acts. It was there that Walt saw Chaplin’s films and his first Chaplin look-alike contest.

Walt immediately told his friend that he would be able to do that and would do so the following weekend. While his parents were out visiting friends, Walt rummaged through his father’s closet and found an old suit that had baggy pants and a shiny black jacket much too large for him. His father’s black workshoes were several sizes too large and Walt felt they would be perfect to use for a funny walk.

For a tie, Walt improvised a black shoelace and used the soot from the back of the kitchen stove to create a mustache. From the backyard, he took a curved elm branch that had a curve to it so he cut it off and with a knife trimmed it into a cane.

For the rest of the week, Walt practiced, sometimes in front of a mirror, the famous Chaplin waddle, twirling the cane and flashing the shy smile. He paid fifteen cents at the novelty store for a black derby made out of stiff paper.

By the following Saturday, Walt was ready for a contest held at the Rialto Theater. The grand prize was two dollars, more money than he could earn at any of his odd jobs in an entire week. There were well over a dozen other contestants in all shapes and sizes. Even a few young girls had tucked their long hair underneath cheap derbies and blackened their upper lips with a small mustache.

Walt watched from the wings and saw that most of them merely waddled across the stage, made a few simple gestures like tipping a hat, and then took a bow.

Walt had a great memory for physical gags so when he walked across the stage, he purposely dropped his hat, but when he reached down to pick it up, his foot would “accidentally” kick it forward. He would repeat this old vaudeville (and also a circus clown) gag a couple of times, chasing his fallen hat around the stage floor with laughter from the audience increasing each time, not only at the actual bit but at Walt’s expressions.

He tried a few other gags as well, including mastering the balletic Chaplin bit of business of tossing a cigarette over his shoulder and kicking it with his foot. Walt didn’t merely imitate the superficial physical aspects of the Chaplin character; he captured its spirit.

He also captured the top prize and that encouraged him to enter similar contests during that year. In 1936, a schoolmate of Walt’s, LeRoy Greene, wrote to him remembering that in those days Walt “could do [a Chaplin imitation] to perfection.”

Walt Pfeiffer recalled that some of the competitions took place at night:

I’d go down and sneak him out of the window, so his dad wouldn’t know it. When we’d get through, we’d shove him back in the window and I’d go home.

The two boys were scared of the strict Elias who insisted that Walt be in bed no later than nine o’clock because he had to get up by three o’clock in the morning to do the paper route. He disliked this type of frivolity for fear that Walt wouldn’t have a secure future if he pursued fancies like cartooning.

Decades later, Walt’s younger sister Ruth admitted that her parents were somewhat more aware of Walt’s extra-curricular activities than the boy realized:

One time Roy got wind that Walt was going to be in an amateur night somewhere. So we all hurried down to the theater and sure enough he was acting like Charlie Chaplin. According to us, he was the best. But he didn’t win the prize.

Walt eventually teamed with the young Pfeiffer to put together a series of different comedy skits including Hans and Mike, Pat and Mike (dialect comedy acts in the spirit of Weber and Fields, a comedy team beloved of the elder Mr. Pfeiffer), the Two Walts, the Boys From Benton School, and Chaplin and the Count with Pfeiffer portraying the stuffy royal persona who was always bested and humilated by Chaplin’s lower-class tramp.

In 1916, Chaplin released a comedy called The Count. The premise of the film was that while Chaplin’s character was ironing the pants of a count, he accidentally burns the trousers and is fired. However, he finds an invitation to a social event and decides to go in place of the count who is unable to attend, resulting in some comic eccentric dancing on a slippery floor, until the real count does show up.

So the two Walts, with Disney as Chaplin and Pfeiffer as his rich, pompous nemesis the Count, performed at local amateur competitions, at their school, and at other events. Once, they won twenty-five cents for fourth place doing the act.

Walt later claimed:

These performances reacted on me like the taste of blood on a lion. In other words, I liked acting! Liked the applause, liked the cash prizes that were being handed to us, liked the weird smells and weirder sights behind the scenes.

Walt even briefly considered being an actor rather than an artist, telling TIME magazine on December 27, 1954: “I tried to decide. Was I going to be an actor or an artist?” He later claimed that a vaudeville scout had seen him perform and was interested in signing him as a “juvenile” to tour with a troupe, but Walt was too scared to discuss the possibility with his parents.

Later, when the Disney family moved to Chicago, sixteen-year-old Walt Disney asked his girlfriend Bea Conover while they were walking along the beach whether he should use the extra money he had saved from his work at the post office to buy a canoe or a movie camera.

He said he was greatly disappointed when she eagerly replied that he should buy the canoe. Instead, Walt put a down payment on a movie camera. He set up a tripod in the alley behind his parents’ home and dressed up as Chaplin and did some actions while his friend Russell Maas turned the crank. Maas was the boy who joined the Red Cross Ambulance Corps with Walt.

Walt had plans to make some more films, but he was unable to make further payments on the camera and it was repossessed. That classic Walt as Chaplin bit of film is unfortunately lost to the ages.

Walt’s younger sister Ruth told Silver Screen magazine in its November 1932 issue:

[His ambition at the time] was to be another Charlie Chaplin. Up and down the alley he’d swagger, with bag­ging trousers, derby hat, floppy shoes, and a cane, while one of his pals turned the crank on his new movie camera.

Roy Disney, Walt’s older brother, recalled in an unpublished interview with author Richard Hubler for a proposed biography of his brother that Walt “was always very taken with Charlie Chaplin so he was Charlie Chaplin.”

When I interviewed Disney animator Ward Kimball in April 1996, he told me:

Walt had a tremendous amount of respect for Chaplin. Walt, in private, was just as fine an actor as Chaplin. In fact, I think he was a better actor than Chaplin.

When Walt was acting out a scene or showing how a character might react, he was really great. He’d have us laughing so hard. Not just because he was the boss but because he was genuinely funny. He was completely unself-conscious when he was showing us how to do something.

But, of course, he’d never do it in public. If you asked him, he’d be very embarrassed. Both he and Chaplin understood the basic humor of any situation. Walt had that great sixth sense of timing of what might be funny and what might not.

Other animators who worked at the early Disney studio agreed with Kimball’s assessment of Walt’s acting ability. In an interview with Hubler, animator Marc Davis stated:

He would act out the parts better than you were able to do it. He had a wonderful Chaplinesque sense of timing and being able to perform something the way he saw it in pantomime.

When Walt arrived in Hollywood in 1923, he purposely made sure that when he walked to the employment office looking for work that he lingered for a while on LaBrea where the Chaplin movie studio was located in the hopes of catching a glimpse of his silent-screen hero. In an interview, Walt admitted that if he had seen his idol, he would have been too awestruck to say anything to him.

Chaplin had built the studio in 1917 to resemble an old English village with a Tudor mansion façade and trimmed landscaping. It still stands today, although half the size of its original five acres.

When Chaplin left the U.S. in 1952, the studio was taken over by a variety of owners including CBS, which filmed shows like The Adventures of Superman there, and it later became the headquarters for A&M Records under Herb Alpert. Finally, the studio was purchased by Jim Henson Productions and as a fitting tribute a statue was installed at the entrance of Kermit the Frog dressed as the Little Tramp.

Walt and Chaplin were formally introduced around 1930 when Mickey Mouse had became a success.

Walt told writer Pete Martin in June 1956:

Charlie was a great friend. He was an admirer and it was mutual admiration because way back in my life, I used to impersonate Charlie Chaplin. I won a lot of prizes in theaters. I did it when I was going to school. I did it in theaters on amateur night. I was movie struck. I was stage struck.

One of the things I did was Chaplin. I had all his tricks down. I never missed a Chaplin picture. A neighbor boy—he’s over at the studio with me now—together we had a little act. He was the count. He was the straight man with me as Chaplin. Then we would go to these amateur things. We’d put on our little act.

We always got a little more applause than someone else imitating Chaplin because we were younger and there was a team of us. We won a lot of prizes. We’d get a couple of bucks or something. But it was more the fun of doing it, you see? Chaplin was my idol. His comedy, the subtleties of it and things like that I always admired.

Chaplin admired Walt and Mickey Mouse as well. On October 15, 1933, there was a Writers’ Club dinner in Hollywood where Walt was the guest of honor. Chaplin attended and sat at the same table as Walt. To amuse the animator, Chaplin got up and did a little pantomime including his famous Little Tramp walk. American humorist Will Rogers, a friend of Walt’s who also attended the event, wrote:

We were all down to a mighty fine dinner they gave to Walter Disney. He is the sire and dam of that gift to the world, Mickey Mouse. Now, if there wasent (sic) two geniuses at one table, Disney and Charley (sic) Chaplin. One took a derby hat and a pair of big shoes and captured the laughs of the world, and the other one took a lead pencil and a mouse, and he has the whole world crawling in a rat hole, if necessary, just to see the antics of those rodents.

But there was more than shoes and pencils and derby hats and drawing boards there. Both had a God-given gift of human nature. Well, of course, they base it all on psychology of some kind and breed, but it’s something human inside these two ducks that even psychology hasent (sic) a name for.

In the January 20, 1934, issue of the New Yorker there is a cartoon by “Alain” where a phony sophisticate is venting to his entranced girlfriend: “All you hear is Mickey Mouse, Mickey Mouse, Mickey Mouse! It’s as though Chaplin had never lived.”

At the 1932 Academy Award ceremonies, Walt received the second special award in the academy’s five year history “for the creation of Mickey Mouse.” The previous special award recipient in 1929, Charlie Chaplin, was supposed to present Disney’s award, but elected at the last minute to stay home.

As Alva Johnston wrote in the July 1934 issue of Woman’s Home Companion:

Charlie Chaplin and Mickey Mouse are the only two universal characters that have ever existed. The greatest kings and conquerors, gods and devils have by comparison been local celebrities. Mickey’s domain is today even more extensive than Chaplin’s. Charlie’s mustache, hat, pants, shoes, and cane belong to Western civilization and make him a foreigner in some regions. Mickey Mouse is not a foreigner in any part of the world.

By the mid-1930s, Mickey had indeed started to eclipse Chaplin’s fame and popularity, yet during the early 1930s, writers delighted in connecting the two comedy legends because of several obvious similarities.

Both Mickey and Chaplin uniquely entertained a broad public audience as well as the intellectual elite and did so primarily through their actions and reactions rather than with dialog. Both spawned extensive merchandise empires as well, unmatched by other Hollywood stars.

Walt Disney himself loved to foster the impression that the two icons had a similar ancestry.

In The American Magazine for March 1931, he described Mickey’s creation:

I can’t say just how the idea came. We felt that the public—especially children—like animals that are “cute” and little. I think we were rather indebted to Charlie Chaplin for the idea. We wanted something appealing and we thought of a tiny bit of a mouse that would have something of the wistfulness of Chaplin ... a little fellow trying to do the best he could.

A year later, Walt told American Cinematrographer:

In some pictures, [Mickey] has a touch of Fred Astaire; in others, Charlie Chaplin and some of Douglas Fairbanks, but in all of these should be some of a young boy.

Indeed, artist Ub Iwerks claimed that his intent was for Mickey Mouse to be more like the adventurous Douglas Fairbanks who performed as Zorro and Robin Hood, among other action heroes. Mickey actually became a mixture of several different cinematic personalities, but filtered through the consciousness of Walt Disney as a young boy.

In a story meeting on August 8, 1939, for the never-completed short Mountain Carvers, Walt admitted that Mickey was less like Chaplin and more like another popular silent screen comedian:

I have always kind of compared Mickey to Harold Lloyd—he has to have situations [or] he isn’t funny. ... I’d rather not make Mickey [films] if we don’t get the right idea for him. ... These things with the Duck are always funny, but if you try to pull those with Mickey, it seems like someone trying to be funny.

Lloyd was not funny looking like other silent screen comedians, although he wore glasses to try to achieve a distinct screen image. He provided comedy through the situations he found himself in, like hanging off of a clock tower. Mickey’s cartoons were very much the same.

Yet the Little Tramp and the early Mickey Mouse did have several superficial similarities. They played multiple different parts in different locations yet always remained the same easily recognized character at their core. They were the “little fellow,” the poor underdog during the Great Depression who stood up against physically larger authority figures and usually got the girl.

After an interview with Walt Disney, writer Alva Johnston said:

Chaplin was a kind of godfather to Mickey Mouse. It is now and always has been the aim of Disney to graft the psychology of Chaplin upon Mickey. The two universal characters have something in common in their approach to their problems. They have the same blend of hero and coward, nitwit and genius, mug and gentleman.

The emotional subtleties of Chaplin, his repose, wistfulness, and pathos are not for the animated cartoon. The action is too rapid for effects which must be gradually developed. Laughs can be produced in the fraction of a second; tears require time.

Certainly, Walt’s careful study of Chaplin’s persona and his films did have an influence on Mickey Mouse, but Walt appreciated many of the other silent-screen comedians, sometimes making references in discussions to Buster Keaton, W.C. Fields, and Laurel and Hardy.

Animator Shamus Culhane recalled that Chouinard instructor Don Graham would hold Action Analysis classes at the Disney studio where he would run a Charlie Chaplin film at regular speed and then once again frame-by-frame for certain sequences for the animators to study.

Culhane, who animated a sequence in the Mickey Mouse short Society Dog Show (1939), wrote:

At one point, I remembered a little piece of Chaplin acting, where he was attempting to curry favor … and he hunched his shoulders up, crossed his hands in his lap, and smiled a very artificially shy smile.

I did the same with Pluto when he was trying to flirt with a little female dog. It was only after I had roughed out the action that I realized that it had stemmed from a Chaplin scene in the Action Analysis class. …There was no indication of this kind of acting on the storyboard or in Bill Roberts’ direction.

Walt told writer Frank Rasky for “80 Million a Year from Fantasy,” an article published in Toronto’s Star Weekly on November 14, 1964:

I learned a lot about storytelling from Charlie. He was full of fun. Loved to clown and act out his stories. I was with him once at Santa Anita racetrack. He was demonstrating to me the sight gags for his next picture. “Now the Little Fellow does this,” he pantomimed. “Then he does that.” Charlie got so engrossed in his recital he didn’t notice the crowds gathering around us. And the crowds got so wrapped up in the pathos of his characterization that they forgot all about the race.

Charlie taught me that in the best comedy you’ve got to feel sorry for your main character. Before you laugh with him, you’ve got to shed a tear for him.

Several Mickey Mouse cartoons referenced previous Chaplin films. The Firefighters (1930) includes elements like the fire engine falling apart piece by piece on the way to the emergency from Chaplin’s The Fireman (1916). The end of The Klondike Kid (1932) was inspired by a similar gag with a teetering shack in the frozen north from Chaplin’s The Gold Rush (1925), but with a particular Disney twist at the end.

Other sight gags from Chaplin films were incorporated into early Mickey cartoons as well, including cranking a cow’s tail later used by Mickey cranking a goat’s tail in a similar fashion in Steamboat Willie (1928).

Brief visual references to the Little Tramp character pop up in the 1930s Disney cartoons as well. To entertain an orphan mouse left on his doorstep, Mickey briefly imitates Chaplin in a scene animated by Bob Wickersham in Mickey Plays Papa (1934). Amusingly, the tyke is unimpressed.

In Mickey’s Orphans (1931), Minnie Mouse gives one of the orphan kitten children a candy cane hanging on the Christmas tree and he immediately uses it to do a Chaplin impersonation.

The Silly Symphony Santa’s Workshop (1932) has a mechanical Charlie Chaplin wind-up toy with patched green pants who tips his hat and shuffles into Santa’s sack of toys while being followed by an angry mechanical policeman, echoing many a scene from a Chaplin comedy.

Mickey’s Gala Premiere (1933) features caricatures of roughly forty film celebrities attending the premiere of a new Mickey Mouse cartoon, Galloping Romance, at Grauman’s Chinese Theater. Chaplin’s Little Tramp character sneaks by owner Sid Grauman by crawling on the floor between comedians Joe E. Brown and Buster Keaton who are handing in their tickets to the impresario to enter the theater. Chaplin does a short little funny shuffle across a front aisle with his waving cane in the air before the movie starts. Then, at the end of the show, he shoves through the crowd of celebrities to congratulate Mickey with a handshake. All the celebrity caricatures were done by artist Joe Grant.

In Mickey’s Polo Team (1936), the Mickey Mousers team consists of Mickey, Donald Duck, Goofy, and the Big Bad Wolf. The Hollywood team of movie stars includes Chaplin, Oliver Hardy, Stan Laurel, and Harpo Marx. Chaplin enters on a polo pony with the same black curly hair, derby, mustache, shoes
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