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This book is dedicated to the late Diane Disney Miller, Walt Disney’s daughter and an amazing woman in her own right, who always supported my writing about her father. She was passionate about wanting people to see her father not as a publicity icon but as a son, a brother, a husband, a father, and a grandfather.

She told me, “[Dad] was just as simple and as complicated as you might imagine. He lived a very good life and helped others do the same.” I know those were her exact words because I was there when she said them and she saw me immediately write them down in my little notebook.
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Introduction

The Duckburg Times was a popular Disney fanzine, a limited-print-run amateur magazine produced by fans. In issue #12 released in July 1981, I wrote an article entitled “Uncle Walt Says” compiling some quotes supposedly said by Walt Disney that appeared in a variety of newspapers from around the United States in December 1966 in their tributes to Walt upon his recent passing.

Within a week of the fanzine being mailed out, I got a letter from the Disney Archives complimenting me on the article and asking if I could supply them with the sources for the quotes. Apparently, Disney Archivist Dave Smith already had most of the quotes, although some were in slightly different versions, but wanted to be able to connect the quotes to a specific newspaper and date.

The article proved so popular that I wrote another one filled with Walt quotes for The Duckburg Times #15 (August 1982).

I did not realize it at the time, but Dave was updating an internal Disney publication for the opening of Epcot Center.

The beginning of an internal-use official Walt Disney quote book began with Imagineer Randy Bright who was developing cast member training programs for the opening of the Magic Kingdom in 1971 and thought that it would be useful for newly hired cast members to learn more about what the company’s late founder thought about things.

Smith scoured publicity department files for material, researching Walt’s own memos, letters, and speeches as well as interviews and notations on film and television scripts. Smith organized the quotes by subject and the result was a 48-page booklet simply titled “Walt” handed out to cast members during orientations and seminars beginning around 1974. Smith told me:

It became a bible for people who were writing books about Disney and people who wanted to understand Walt Disney, the man. People often want a quote of Walt Disney saying a certain thing. They want to put words in his mouth. We found the most important and most meaningful things he really said.

It was done in sepia tone and included many full-page out-of-the-ordinary photos of Walt to supplement the quotes. The preface stated:

During Walt Disney’s long career, he frequently commented on his philosophy of life, his ideals, dreams and his hope for a better world.

This book is a collection of Walt Disney’s quotations which have been drawn from speeches, interviews, newspaper and magazine articles, press conferences, film scripts and from company publications. The publication of this book has been a joint effort of the Walt Disney Archives, the Studio Publicity Department and the Disney Universities of both Walt Disney World and Disneyland.

The sources for individual quotations are available upon request from the Archives.

The publication was so popular and useful that it was reprinted several times over the years. In fact, the publication was updated and reformatted and released in 1994 as the 98-page book, Walt Disney: Famous Quotes.

It was “printed exclusively for Walt Disney Theme Parks and Resorts” by “Disney’s Kingdom Editions” and available for purchase to guests at the Disney theme parks. This time the photos and format were in black-and-white and it was published in the more traditional portrait format rather than the original landscape edition.

The following people were credited for their assistance: Randy Bright, Rebecca Cline, Jennifer Hendrickson, Rose Motzko, Bob Schneider, Paula Sigman, Ed Squair, and Robert Tieman.

In 2001, it was reformatted and updated yet again and released in book form at 265 pages as The Quotable Walt Disney by Disney Editions that still remains in print today and should be in any Disney fan’s personal library.

On September 27, 2006, I wrote the first of several “In Walt’s Words” columns for MousePlanet.com.

I included quotes and their sources that weren’t in Dave’s book. I was constantly uncovering forgotten interviews, by-lined articles, speeches, and other sources that revealed Walt’s thoughts and insights. Those discoveries resulted in my writing more and more quotation-oriented columns just so I could have all of these words gathered together somewhere I could easily find them.

I feel it is important to include the date and the source of the quote. Walt was pretty consistent in his feelings and philosophy, but over the decades he grew not only professionally but also personally. So a quote from 1930 might not always accurately reflect what Walt felt in 1964, and vice versa, because of that growth and experience (or lack of it).

In interviews, Walt was often more ambiguous and vague than we would have liked, not finding the exact words he wanted, mixing up nomenclature (on his television show, he once identified Sleeping Beauty castle at Disneyland as Snow White’s Castle) or chronology (on his television show, he stated more than once that Donald Duck’s first appearance was Orphan’s Benefit and that it was released in 1935 rather than the 1934 animated short The Wise Little Hen).

Walt could get so passionate about what he was trying to say that he didn’t always pay close enough attention to the particulars in order to make his broader point. In addition, Walt loved to embellish a story to make a point or get a laugh. For that reason, he often repeated, sometimes word-for-word or with a slight variation, previous things he had said.

In a by-lined article, while it is clear that it was based on Walt’s thoughts and often actual words, it was often massaged by the studio publicity department writers to be more formal in tone, removing some of Walt’s Midwestern “folksiness,” sometimes but not always correcting factual information, and adhering closely to the approved Disney brand narrative.

I once talked to Diane Disney Miller about something Walt said in an article that he supposedly wrote and she was quick to dismiss it as “a product of the publicity department. It just sounds too formal.” As we looked closer at it, it was obvious it contained information about Walt’s youth that only Walt himself would have known and was not shared elsewhere.

Diane finally decided that it must have been written by her dad or at least copied from a discussion with him and that the formality may have been because of the nature of the publication.

In a personal memo from Walt Disney to the Disney Studio publicity department on July 1, 1940, he wrote: “From now on, all publicity going out of this studio must have my O.K. before it is released. There shall be no exceptions to this rule.” That edict remained in force until his death.

The same was true of his introductions to his weekly television series. These introductions were written by others but based on Walt’s personal philosophies and feelings.

Walt approved every word that went out under his name and never hesitated to change the wording so that it sounded like he would talk and say what he wanted to say. Despite following the storyboarded script for the television show, it was not unusual for Walt to ad-lib when he was being filmed.

Imagineer Marty Sklar authored many things for Walt, from the script for the famous Epcot film to the introductions in stockholder reports. He recalled:

I didn’t do any of this writing without first talking with Walt. They were always his ideas, and after a while I got to understand what he wanted to say and how he wanted to communicate. He trusted me enough to let me write the first draft of many things. Then he would red pencil his notes to me. That’s probably why I still use a red pen today on work I review.

Jack Speirs wrote Walt’s introductions for the early weekly Disney television show. Jack Bruner wrote some of the later introductions. Speirs said:

He seldom used fancy or uncommon words, but he would not talk down to his viewers either. For one of his nature shows featuring ants, he refused to change “mandibles” to the more familiar word “jaws.” “They’re properly called mandibles,” Walt said. “Let’s stick to that.”

The secret in writing for him was to keep the dialogue simple and in character. He wouldn’t be shy to tell me what he liked or didn’t like. He was actively involved. He didn’t just parrot what I wrote.

Producer Winston Hibler recalled:

In the early days, Walt would help write his own dialogue for the show. He never liked stilted dialogue or anything that was too formalized. He said, “I like to talk the way that people talk.” He didn’t like to talk about himself. He didn’t mind being the butt of the joke if it worked.

So, even though some quotes credited to Walt were worked over by others, it is clear that Walt approved of the final result or else he would not have allowed it to be released. Even the President of the United States has speechwriters who help focus his intentions. But like the president, Walt would often add or leave out material at the last minute, even in a previously approved script.

Walt had many different writers producing material for him to meet the constant demands. Speck McClure, a former legman for gossip columnist Hedda Hopper, worked in the late 1950s writing speeches for Walt, among his other responsibilities like finding literary properties.

When Walt talked, he was keenly aware of the impact of what he said and how he said it might have on others, so he was sometimes careful not to damage the Disney brand.

One afternoon in 1965, when Marty Sklar brought him a proposal for the corporate annual report, Walt told him:

Walt Disney is a thing. An image that people have in their minds. And I spent my whole life building it. Walt Disney the person isn’t the image, necessarily. I drink and I smoke and there’s a whole lot of other things that I do that I don’t want to be part of that image. I’m not Walt Disney anymore.

I did not include quotes from Walt that were paraphrased by others. In interviewing so many people who knew Walt over the last thirty-five years, it was quite common for them to say something like, “Oh, I remember when after a meeting, Walt pulled me aside and said such and such.” While the intention of Walt’s remark was still clear decades later, it was not always an exact copy of what Walt really said but instead embellished by their own impressions or paraphrased to make up for eroded memory.

Going through piles of Walt’s interviews, it was also frustrating that people always kept asking him the same things, from how animation was done to how Mickey Mouse was born, about future plans for Disneyland and for upcoming films.

Walt sometimes used the same phrases or stories with slight variations to respond to these familiar inquiries, resulting in different versions of the same quote. That famous quote where he compares his job to a bee gathering pollen I have been able to document was said to at least five different writers and appeared in at least four different magazines over two decades.

It has taken decades and sometimes money I did not have at the time to obtain the source material. Then it was a process to select, balance, verify the quotes, create consistency in attribution, and assign each quote to a proper category. In some cases, I had to spend time transcribing as well.

I am fully aware that there are people out there who will post these quotes on their website or use them in articles without attribution or even take credit for locating these hidden treasures themselves. I have friends who hoard valuable information because of this situation and Disney history is poorer because of it.

However, I feel it is important that Walt’s true words be available to writers and Disney fans. I also feel that too often the same “usual suspects” of quotes are trotted out again and again and again while there are some other more interesting options not commonly known.

The quotes in this book were either said by Walt or personally approved to be credited to him as representing what he wanted said. They offer a different glimpse into the mind of an extraordinary man who changed the world.


America

Walt was honored many times for his love of America.

On September 14, 1964, Walt Disney was one of several Americans chosen by President Lyndon Johnson to receive the President’s Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest civilian honor.

A communication from the U.S. Department of State during Walt’s lifetime declared:

In a very meaningful, sincere manner, Walt sold America and Americana to foreign dignitaries … Walt Disney and Disneyland in a very real way may have contributed to better understanding and a friendlier attitude on the part of world leaders toward the United States.

Walt had a special fondness for former President Abraham Lincoln. He told his daughters that listening to President Abraham Lincoln’s speeches brought tears to his eyes which is why he did not charge children to experience the Great Moments with Mr. Lincoln attraction in Disneyland.

His daughter Diane remembered that when her dad watched the flag being lowered every night at Disneyland that tears would run down his cheeks.

In a 1957 interview with newspaper columnist Hedda Hopper, Walt stated:

There’s an American theme behind [Disneyland]. I believe in emphasizing the story of what made America great and what will keep it great.

“Most Americans will agree with me that no man has had more of a positive impact on a nation than Abraham Lincoln has on our Country. Yet I have always felt that too few people realize that Lincoln’s concepts and philosophies are as useful, as necessary, as applicable today as they were when he pronounced them a century ago. His analysis of freedom and its true meaning, his approach to justice and equality, his own courage and strength—all areas vital in the 1960s as they were during the mid-1800s.”1

“We believe it is much more than a new entertainment medium or art form; it is a different and exciting way to stress history’s importance to each of us and the applicability of its lessons to everyday lives.”2

“When the Office of the Co-ordinator of Inter-American Affairs asked us to make Saludos Amigos (1942), we had one purpose: to make a picture both Americas would like so that in the end they would like one another better.”3

“Once a man has tasted freedom he will never be content to be a slave. That is why I believe that this frightfulness we see everywhere today is only temporary. Tomorrow will be better for as long as America keeps alive the ideals of freedom and a better life.”4

“All men will want to be free and share our way of life. There must be so much that I should have said and haven’t. What I will say now is just what most of us are probably thinking every day. I thank God and America for the right to live and raise my family under the flag of tolerance, democracy, and freedom.”5

“Recently, I was invited to see a show on America, and as I sat there watching and listening I felt both proud and thrilled; thrilled with the voices, thrilled with the sounds, proud of the group of one hundred talented young Americans singing about our country. The songs that make me proud of being an American.”6

“I don’t understand why the heck it was given to me. I’ve just been going along doing what sort of comes naturally to me. I might say, I’ve been selfishly indulging myself as an American…as a United States citizen…enjoying all privileges that one has as a citizen, and it’s only times like this that you sort of wake up to the fact that…what it really means to be a citizen.”7

“[My father] lived a life of a good American. He was a very good American. He was one that never failed to vote. He said, ‘This country’s been good to me. It’s been good to my family.’ He said, ‘I believe in it.’”8

“Actually, if you could see close in my eyes, the American flag is waving in both of them, and up my spine is growing this red, white and blue stripe. I’m very proud and very honored.”9

“Physical America, the land itself, should be as dear to us as all of our political heritage and our treasured way of life. Its preservation and the wise use of its renewable resources concerns every man, woman and child whose possession it is.”10

“At the State of Illinois exhibit we are going to have Great Moments with Mr. Lincoln. We’re finding some wonderful words of Mr. Lincoln that are still prophetic today. What is liberty, you know? The rights and the obligations that we have and all of that. I think it’s needed today, too.”11

“The liberties which we enjoy and take for granted didn’t just happen. They had to be won. Even today, there are parts of the world where the fight for freedom is still going on.”12

“Behind our liberties, there is an interesting story. A heroic tale.”13

“The Disneyland park is sort of a monument to the American way of life.”14

“Native wildlife, to me, is part of the American land and scene. It is closely associated with our history and traditions. To observe our wild creatures in their natural habitat, I regard as a privilege of the American citizen.”15

“The use of the screen for outright propaganda is resented by our people and I believe the peoples of other nations feel the same way. That is why I feel the motion picture will be limited in its propaganda approach. After all, one of the things we are fighting for is the right of all peoples to think, read and speak as they will, not to have others’ views foisted upon them.”16

“[Disneyland is] run in a high-class manner and I have a high-class clientele. The people who go to the park are from all walks of life but they look like solid Americans. That’s pretty high class.”17

“Americans like to laugh. They have a sense of humor.”18


Animals & Nature

During his lifetime, Walt Disney received recognitions and awards from the American Forestry Association, the National Audubon Society, the National Wildlife Federation, the Sierra Club, the U.S. Department of the Interior, the American Humane Association, and many similar organizations.

He was honorary chairman for multiple years of the National Wildlife Federation beginning in 1956. Walt had a sincere and passionate commitment to wildlife and nature. It was an awareness that was born from his early childhood years on his family’s farm in Marceline, Missouri, and remained with him for the rest of his life.

Walt considered the animals on the farm his pets even though he understood that they were fated to be sold at market or end up on the dinner table. Walt had no sentimental illusions despite his affection and respect for the animals. At that early age, he became aware of the cycle of life and the laws of nature.

Animator and Imagineer Ken Anderson told me in a 1985 interview:

Walt hated hunting and fishing. He didn’t like to kill animals just for sport. That’s the type of stuff that led to Walt doing the movie Bambi (1942). That was a feeling he had about animals.

“It may seem odd that I am so beguiled with nature animals. Actually, there is a very close kinship between real animals and the creatures we invent for fable. Fabulous animals must remain credibly close to universal nature to be acceptably funny or have any meaning.”1

“We can learn
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