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			Introduction

			Disney is a company that is familiar to almost everyone. In 2017, more than two hundred million people visited a Disney park; Disney films sold more than seven billion dollars’ worth of tickets worldwide; thirty million viewers watched Disney TV programs, accounting for three billion dollars in video sales and downloads; and consumers spent more than thirty billion dollars on Disney merchandise.

			With a library of ninety-plus years’ worth of film and television characters and profitable in-house franchises like Star Wars, Marvel, the Muppets, and Pixar, Disney remains one of the most recognizable and beloved companies on the planet.

			That’s the reason I wrote this book. I am a lifelong fan of all things Disney, yet each day I discover something new about Walt and his company.

			There’s so much history that it’s hard to keep track of it, or even to remember which classic characters and moments came when. That was the origin of this book, compiling a personal series of lists to put all these things in one easily accessible place. My lists and entries will be familiar to both longtime Disney fans and newcomers, yet will also include enough original material to enlighten even the most dedicated devotee. My aim is to tell the story of Walt and the Disney Company in an easy-to-follow way, through lists of their greatest milestones and achievements.

			Each of the one hundred lists in the book is self-contained. You can read the book straight through, jump in at random spots, or simply pick and choose among your favorite subjects.

			Some of the book’s topics and entries are also designed to surprise. For instance, even the most stalwart Disney fans may not be familiar with Miracle of the White Stallions, Disney Legend Jack Wagner, or Disneyland’s Mickey Mouse Club Circus. These are three of the many fascinating yet often overlooked entrants on the lists of Disney history included.

			Finally, these lists were compiled by me based on years of Disney research. Though there are films that are my personal favorites (Robin Hood, Superdad, and The Boatniks), I could not justify putting them on a list when they were not a consensus top ten in their category according to the experts and fans. In the end, these lists are still just my sole opinion. I hope that if you disagree with some of my choices, this book will encourage you to design your own top ten lists, creating conversation and debate among you and your Disney-loving friends.

			If you have any comments or suggestions, you can email me at MouseTopTen@gmail.com. For updated lists and new topics, please visit www.MouseTopTen.com.

			Enjoy!

			—Christopher Lucas

		

	
		
			Rules for the Lists

			The lists included in this book are based on my own research, selected by me after considering the opinions of several Disney experts, fans, and publications. I am aware that readers will disagree, and wonder why favorites are left out or why the items are ranked as they are.

			I came up with some ground rules for the lists that might answer those questions:

			
					While the ten items in each list have been selected as the top ten in their own category, they are not ranked within the list itself. When I could, I ordered them chronologically to avoid any notion of one item or person being greater than another. For instance, while Mary Poppins would certainly be front and center on the top ten live-action musicals list, it actually comes later on the list, according to its release date.

					Since there are almost one hundred years of Disney history to sort through, I broke some of the lists into two parts: “classic” and “modern.” For the purposes of this book, the “classic” Disney era is defined as the sixty-five-year span from the founding of the Disney Studios in 1923 (and Walt’s own work before that) until 1988, when the last of Walt’s old guard of animators retired. The “modern” era then runs from 1989 to the end of 2017.

					I deliberately omitted films, characters, and television shows that were created and/or produced—or coproduced—with other companies (such as 1980’s Popeye, with Paramount, or 2014’s Lincoln, with DreamWorks); were created before Disney acquired the brand (like Kermit from the Muppets, Spider-Man from Marvel, or Darth Vader from Star Wars); were only distributed but not created by Disney (the Studio Ghibli films); or were produced by brands and companies that Disney is no longer associated with (Shakespeare in Love from Miramax). Pixar is the only exception to this rule, as its characters were associated with Disney long before Disney fully acquired the brand.

					I used Disney A to Z—a comprehensive guide compiled by Dave Smith, the biggest Disney expert and the man who literally created the company’s archival system—as the ultimate reference authority for the items in this book. If there was a question as to whether something was “Disney,” I cross-referenced and checked it with Disney A to Z and the Disney Archives before including or omitting it.

					With so much Disney history and so many great choices (it was really hard to leave some films, songs, and characters out), I tried, whenever possible, not to duplicate items on separate lists. For instance, while Lady and the Tramp would be logical additions to the list of Disney’s top ten couples, I believe they are a better fit for Disney’s top ten canines, so I placed them there, since they are—arguably—the two most famous Disney dogs and the couples list has so many other potential candidates to choose from.

			

		

	
		
			Lists about the Disney Company

			Milestones in Disney Company History

			1923—The Founding

			When Walt arrived in Hollywood in 1923, he tried his best to find work at all of the studios in town, to no avail. He then visited Roy, who was recuperating from an illness at a nearby veteran’s hospital, and pitched him on opening their own studio together. After much back-and-forth, Roy agreed. They borrowed five hundred dollars from their uncle Robert and set up shop on Kingswell Avenue in Los Angeles, calling their new venture the Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio. With just a handful of employees, Walt and Roy began producing Alice comedies for a New York distributor named Margaret Winkler, on their way to revolutionizing the animation business.

			1926 to 1929—The Early Years

			By 1926, the name of the business had changed to the Walt Disney Studios and it had moved to a bigger location nearby, on Hyperion Avenue. It was there that a character named Oswald the Lucky Rabbit was created. He was a success and brought modest profits for Disney. They didn’t take the proper legal precautions to fully own the rights to Oswald, so he was taken away by Winkler’s husband, Charles Mintz, and then Universal Studios. Mickey Mouse—whom the brothers did secure as their own—came from Walt’s head as a result of that debacle. The Walt Disney Studios started making cartoons with sound, a first for Hollywood. The success of the Mickey films brought great profits. In 1929, Walt Disney Productions Ltd. was formed, enabling the company to create separate in-house arms for publishing, music licensing, merchandise, and real estate acquisition, with Roy guiding the financial wheel of the Disney ship while Walt focused on the creative side.
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					Walt Disney Studios. (Library of Congress)

				

			

			1932—The Experimentation Era Begins

			The tremendous profits from Mickey’s cartoons gave Walt the freedom to explore. He began a series of shorts called the Silly Symphonies, with no main character, that his staff could use for experimentation in their medium. In 1932, a cartoon called Flowers and Trees was pretty much complete. It was, as the previous ones had been, in black-and-white. Walt thought they could do better, so he struck an exclusive deal to license the new Technicolor process for Disney cartoons, and started again—at great expense—with Flowers and Trees. The gamble paid off. Not only did his deal with Technicolor give Walt the jump on every other animation studio at the time, the short won Disney his first Oscar, the start of an amazing streak. At one point, Disney Studios monopolized the Best Short category at the Academy Awards. In all, through 2017, Disney has won more than one hundred Oscars, with Walt himself holding the unbreakable record of thirty-two Academy Awards, the most ever given to one person.

			1940—The New Studio Opens

			With the profits from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Walt and Roy were able to purchase more than forty acres of land in the Los Angeles suburb of Burbank. There they built a studio that opened in 1940 and was meant to feel like a college campus, with buildings for each of the departments, cafeterias, gymnasiums, recreation halls, and other fun things to foster a more laid-back atmosphere. It was unlike almost any other corporate complex in America. The place was Walt’s pride and joy. He loved showing guests around. Disney’s corporate headquarters, and its studios, are still located there today.

			1940—The Initial Stock Offerings

			What had been a company privately owned by two brothers (Walt held a 60 percent stake; Roy had the rest) was opened to outsiders on April 2, 1940. An initial public offering of 155,000 shares of preferred Disney stock was created. It was an immediate success, netting almost four million dollars. While Walt was happy for the influx of capital, it also caused him some headaches as he now had to answer not just to one person—his older brother—but also to a board of directors and shareholders, who often cared more about the bottom line than his latest dreams. He often bristled at their repeated financial vetoes of his ideas. On November 12, 1957, Disney stock was listed for the first time on the New York Stock Exchange, where it remains one of the most followed and traded, with shares valued at more than one hundred dollars each.

			1941 to 1945—The Strike and the War Years

			Walt always tried to treat his employees like family, greeting each other on an informal, first-name basis. He also gave generous bonuses and privileges to those he thought worked the hardest to make Disney succeed. The back-to-back failures of Pinocchio and Fantasia, combined with the cost of the new studio, wiped away all the profits from Snow White and the stock sales. Walt was forced to lay off and cut the salaries of many people. This started a ripple of employee resentment that culminated in a strike at the studio on May 29, 1941. It lasted five weeks, resulted in the Disney employee count being cut in half, and shook Walt to his core. While he wasn’t completely blameless, and many of the demands asked of him by the union were fair, when work resumed Walt was no longer the same type of freewheeling boss he’d been in the 1930s. He now had some trust issues with even his most loyal employees. Toward the end of the strike, Walt left the studio and Hollywood for a bit to take his goodwill tour of Central and South America, where he was showing our neighbors why they should stay aligned with the United States should we enter the World War. After the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, work at the Disney Studios halted. Not only did many of Walt’s staff have to join the war effort, the studio campus itself was taken over by the U.S. Army in the interests of national security, since a Lockheed airplane manufacturing plant was nearby in Burbank. Walt eventually made a deal with the government to keep the studio open during the war in exchange for making training and morale films and other items to help the war effort. Both the strike and the war had long-term effects on Disney. The studio didn’t fully recover from them until the 1950s.

			1950 to 1965—The Rebound Era

			Following the old adage of not putting all your eggs in one basket, Walt and Roy realized that if Disney was going to pull itself out of their postwar slump, and show profits to their shareholders, they needed other streams of income besides animated films, educational films, and shorts. The first step was live-action movies, necessitated because the British had frozen Disney’s profits made in the United Kingdom, insisting that they be spent there. Live-action films like Treasure Island, made in Great Britain, were less expensive and quicker to make than animated films, earning bigger returns. That led to the transition into more live-action Disney films being produced in the United States. The next step was television, which every other Hollywood studio was avoiding. The Disney brothers embraced the new medium, using it to advertise their films and reignite interest in the Disney brand and Disney merchandise. The only place where the brothers differed was on Walt’s vision of a Disney theme park, which Roy felt would never work. This led Walt to put his own personal assets on the line to establish his own private companies, Retlaw Enterprises, WED, Walt Disney Inc., and MAPO, which all fell outside of the purview of Roy and of Disney’s shareholders. Eventually they came around to Walt when his park was a proven success. These independent companies, with the exception of the one controlling Walt’s family’s assets, were all folded into the main Disney Corporation by 1965.

			1966—The Founder’s Death

			People knew that Walt wasn’t feeling well as 1966 wore on, but nobody guessed how serious things were. On December 15, 1966, Walt passed away, in a hospital just across the street from his studio in Burbank. The line of succession went to Roy—who saw the plans for Walt Disney World through to completion until his own death in 1971—but the Disney Company lost its footing for a while, not sure how to proceed. Despite a few hits here and there, and the valiant efforts of folks like Walt’s son-in-law, Ron Miller, Disney’s output was lagging in the 1970s. This dithering caused the corporate world to take notice. By the 1980s, the wolves were at the door, with raiders poised to make a run on Disney’s stock, scheming to take control of the company and sell off the assets. An internal shakeup by Disney’s own board of directors set a new course, saving the company.

			1984 to 2000—The Renaissance Era

			In 1984, Michael Eisner was brought over from Paramount to head Disney. He shared Walt’s showmanship flair and entertainment instincts. Frank Wells, his chief operating officer, was the financial whiz. The two of them guided Disney to a major comeback, dominating in film, television, music, theater, publishing, retail, tourism, sports, and several other areas. By the 1990s, Eisner’s touch was golden, with the triumphs outnumbering the failures. By the start of the new millennium, though, Eisner’s remarkable run at Disney was coming to a close.

			2004—The Acquisitions Era

			In 2005, Bob Iger was named the successor to the recently retired Eisner. The year before, Eisner had negotiated a deal to acquire Jim Henson’s Muppets for Disney, as he’d done in 1996 when he made ABC and ESPN part of Disney. That’s how Iger, a former ABC executive, arrived there in the first place. Iger has since continued Disney’s acquisition mode, adding Pixar in 2006, Marvel Comics in 2009, Lucasfilm in 2012, and a blockbuster proposed deal to acquire FOX and its film and TV franchises and assets by the end of 2018. Most of these deals have cost billions, but the return on them has been tremendous, setting up the Disney Corporation for continued growth and prosperity as it nears its hundredth anniversary in 2023.

			Disney Corporate Icons

			Major corporations are lucky if they have one identifiable icon that the general public can immediately recognize and associate with their brand. Disney has been blessed to have so many of them that each generation for the last ninety years can claim one as their own. Here are ten that have been the face of Disney at different periods in its history.

			Walt Disney Himself

			At the beginning of his journey to Hollywood in the early 1920s, this midwestern dreamer had aspirations of being a cartoonist or director. His subsequent career led to so much more. Walt Disney’s name itself became shorthand for quality family entertainment. Most people know “Uncle Walt” through his role as the avuncular television host of the mid-’50s and/or as the creator of Disneyland, but he was already an accomplished producer and innovator by then. At the time of his untimely death in 1966, Walt Disney was just as much a part of the Disney Company’s image as any of the characters his studio created. Sadly, today’s generation seems to only know the name Walt Disney, not necessarily the man. Walt’s daughter Diane, along with his grandchildren, remedied that by opening the Walt Disney Family Museum at the Presidio in San Francisco in 2009. This fantastic museum has as its mission telling twenty-first-century audiences the inspiring story of the man behind the mouse.

			“The Fab Five” (1928 to 1935)

			When Mickey Mouse made his debut in 1928, not even Walt could have imagined that three concentric circles would become instantly identifiable as the symbol of all things Disney. Mickey, Walt’s brainchild and alter ego, saved the Disney studio from certain financial ruin in the 1920s and remains the heart and soul of Disney.

			Though he’s Disney’s biggest star, Mickey can’t carry the load himself.

			Four other characters—Minnie Mouse, Pluto, Goofy, and Donald Duck—have become, along with Mickey, the top characters in Disney’s canon, known affectionately as “the Fab Five.”

			Minnie Mouse made her debut in 1928, alongside Mickey, in Steamboat Willie. Early on, she was portrayed as a damsel in distress, always having to be rescued by Mickey. She eventually developed an independent personality and became a popular figure with her own theme song (“Minnie’s Yoo Hoo”). When asked about the nature of Mickey and Minnie’s relationship (Are they married? Boyfriend/girlfriend?), Walt almost always coyly replied that Minnie was simply Mickey’s “leading lady” and left it at that.

			Pluto was created because Walt’s writers wanted to give Mickey a pet. He first appeared on-screen in 1930’s The Chain Gang as an unnamed bloodhound following Mickey’s scent, and then as Minnie’s dog Rover in The Picnic that same year. He was soon christened Pluto (after the recently discovered planet) and spun off into his own series of forty-eight shorts. Unlike other anthropomorphic Disney characters, Pluto has always retained his animal qualities and has acted and behaved just as a real dog would.

			The other famous Disney dog has not.
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					Walt introducing Mickey to his cat. (Library of Congress)

				

			

			Goofy also began as an unnamed canine background character in Mickey’s Revue. Moviegoers took notice of his infectious laugh, and he was elevated to a starring role as “Dippy the Goofy Dawg,” with his own theme song (“Oh, the World Owes Me a Livin’”). Eventually the writers just began referring to him as Goofy. He is genetically a dog, but has been written and drawn as a human/dog hybrid wearing a vest, turtleneck, and hat. Goofy’s world, as seen in forty-nine of his own short films and a few features, is inhabited with characters who look just like him, so there is no noticeable dog comparison. In a 2005 survey conducted by Disney, 25 percent of Americans said that they identified with Goofy more than any of their other characters.

			Donald Duck is Mickey’s polar opposite.

			From his very first appearance as a supporting player in 1934’s The Wise Little Hen, Donald captured the public’s fancy. He was roughly drawn then, but had many of the same irascible, hotheaded characteristics that we see today, as well as the trademark sailor suit and hat. Animators were free to have Donald do things that the sweet-natured Mickey could not. By the mid-1940s, Donald was Disney’s biggest star, appearing in 128 of his own cartoons and getting hundreds of fan letters a week, more than Mickey or Walt.

			There’s no way to separate this quintet of characters. They are the core group of Disney icons.
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					Disney surrounded by his best-known characters. (Walt Disney Pictures/Photofest)

				

			

			Jiminy Cricket (1940)

			When Walt Disney was working with his creative team on their 1940 film version of Italian author Carlo Collodi’s book Pinocchio, he had a problem with the main character. As written, Pinocchio was a mean-spirited juvenile delinquent. Walt had his animators and writers soften Pinocchio’s edges, but it still wasn’t enough. Disney finally hit on the solution after rereading the book. There was a small unnamed cricket who makes a fleeting appearance. Walt gave him the moniker Jiminy Cricket and asked Ward Kimball to shape the character into the conscience of Pinocchio. Kimball gave the cricket human features, clothing him in a top hat and spats and giving him an umbrella. Jiminy was the heart of Pinocchio and its breakout star. Walt knew that he had to use him beyond that one film. In 1947, Jiminy was cast as the host of Disney’s musical feature Fun and Fancy Free. Beginning in 1955, he also hosted segments of The Mickey Mouse Club. In the 1950s and ’60s, Disney made a series of popular educational cartoons starring Jiminy called I’m No Fool. They’ve been shown at school assemblies for decades. In recent years, Jiminy has become the face of the environmental/recycling effort in Disney parks. He gently reminds guests that Disney has “gone green.” He remains to this day the embodiment of the conscience of Disney.

			Tinker Bell (1953)

			J. M. Barrie’s 1904 play Peter Pan: The Boy Who Wouldn’t Grow Up featured Peter’s friend Tinker Bell, a small fairy. Her traditional onstage depiction was as a tiny spotlight, accompanied by tinkling bells. Disney broke that tradition with his 1953 animated version of Peter Pan, showing Tinker Bell for the first time as a full character. He also changed her from a fairy to a pixie, trailed by pixie dust. Contrary to popular belief, Tinker Bell’s shapely figure was NOT modeled after Marilyn Monroe. Walt hired Hollywood veteran Margaret Kerry, who’d co-starred in the Our Gang/Little Rascals films, for the role. She acted out Tink’s scenes on film as a reference for the animators. When Walt began building his dream park in 1954, he wasn’t completely sure that the public would embrace it. He was reluctant to use Mickey Mouse as a mascot for the TV show tied to Disneyland, just in case it failed. He chose Tinker Bell instead. By 1961, she and the park were both so popular that Tink began the nightly fireworks by flying over Sleeping Beauty Castle in real life, as she did on the show. Just like Jiminy Cricket, Tink was elevated to iconic status beyond her one screen appearance. To this day, Tinker Bell’s magic wand spreads pixie dust on almost all Disney products (though she’s never actually used a wand in any of her film or stage appearances).

			Davy Crockett (1954)

			When Walt Disney was planning on adding a series of stories about American folk heroes to the Frontierland portion of his weekly Disneyland anthology show, he was stumped as to which one to choose first. After much deliberation, he asked his staff to draw a name from a hat. The name they chose changed American pop culture history. Davy Crockett was a nineteenth-century folk hero, frontiersman, and former U.S. congressman from Tennessee. His exploits had been embellished over the years, making him a natural fit for TV audiences in the early days of the medium. Nobody, including Walt, expected Davy to take the country by storm the way he did. On December 15, 1954, more than half of America tuned in to watch the first of three episodes of Davy Crockett. It is credited with giving birth to the modern television miniseries. Within weeks, everyone was caught up in the “Crockett Craze.” Fess Parker, who played Davy, became an overnight megastar, the theme song hit the top of the charts, and demand for coonskin caps was more than Disney merchandisers could handle. As with all fads, enthusiasm for Davy Crockett dimmed, but not before he made a permanent mark on the consciousness of the nation. To this day, grown men and women can sing “The Ballad of Davy Crockett” by heart and Davy’s coonskin cap remains as recognizable a piece of Disneyana as the mouse ears.
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					Fess Parker (right) starred as Davy Crockett in the TV series Davy Crockett: King of the Wild Frontier. (Wikimedia Commons)

				

			

			Winnie the Pooh (1966)

			In 1961, Walt Disney licensed the rights to the beloved British storybook character Winnie the Pooh and his Hundred Acre Wood friends, who had debuted in books by A. A. Milne in 1923. With a delightful musical score by the Sherman Brothers and the perfect casting of Sterling Holloway as the voice of Pooh, the first short—Winnie the Pooh and the Honey Tree—premiered in 1966. It was the last animated short to be directly supervised by Walt. After Walt’s death, the studio’s feature animation output dwindled somewhat, yet production on Winnie the Pooh shorts continued, with each more popular than the last. The bear with the red shirt and rumbly tummy had become another savior for Disney during a fallow period. If you visited Disney parks in the 1970s or early ’80s, Winnie the Pooh was front and center with Mickey. His popularity lifted the merchandising division of a company by then relying mostly on nostalgia and rereleases of classic films. Even in 2018, Pooh remains a stalwart favorite with old and new fans.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Winnie the Pooh was one of several classic children’s book characters recast by Disney films. (Wikimedia Commons)

				

			

			Ariel and Belle (1989 and 1991)

			After a string of live-action flops in the 1970s and ’80s and an average of five years between new animated films, Disney was in danger of being taken over by corporate raiders. A powerhouse Hollywood executive trio, consisting of Michael Eisner, Frank Wells, and Jeffrey Katzenberg, was brought in to revive the Disney brand. They got back to basics, developing the types of films that made Disney popular in the first place. The new bosses especially wanted to find fairy tale princesses who would take their place among the Disney greats, but with a modern sensibility. A musical adaptation of Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Little Mermaid” came first, in 1989. It featured a headstrong, red-haired mermaid princess named Ariel, who yearns for the world beyond the ocean floor. She was an immediate sensation and a critical darling, putting Disney animation back on top. Ariel also began a second golden age of animation at the studio. Two years later, Beauty and the Beast was released. The heroine in that film, Belle, was even more independent. Her story resonated with audiences of all ages and catapulted the film to heights even Walt never reached, becoming the very first animated film to earn an Oscar nomination for Best Picture. Ariel and Belle quickly became the new faces of Disney in the 1990s, appearing at the parks, freshening up their cast of characters, and ushering in an age of strong-willed female Disney characters. Without these two, there’d likely be no Lilo, Rapunzel, Tiana, Elsa, Anna, or Moana in the new millennium.

			Buzz and Woody (1995)

			Shortly after Ariel and Belle helped turn things around for hand-drawn animation, Disney began a collaboration with Pixar on computer-animated films. In 1995, they co-released a film about the secret life of toys. It would go on to become one of the biggest box office successes in history and launch a franchise worth billions for Disney. Toy Story had as its main stars a duo designed to appeal primarily to young boys, who were not likely to be interested in the traditional roster of Disney princesses. Buzz Lightyear is a space ranger, a type A personality who is always seeking adventure. He carries the DNA of swashbuckling on-screen space heroes like Captain Kirk, Han Solo, and Buck Rogers, as well as the name of a real-life astronaut hero, Buzz Aldrin. Sheriff Woody is a stuffed cowboy doll, in constant danger of being tossed aside by his owner for newer and flashier toys like Buzz. In this Disney take on the “buddy comedy,” Buzz and Woody start out as heated rivals and wind up becoming best friends. Just as Ariel and Belle brought young girls back to Disney, Buzz and Woody did so for boys. They led the way for other male-centric Disney duos like Lightning McQueen and Mater from Cars and Hiro and Baymax from Big Hero Six, all integral parts of Disney’s plans to appeal to a new generation of fans and to introduce all-new attractions, merchandise, and sequels.
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					Woody, Buzz, and all the other animated toys from the Toy Story trilogy are shown here in a poster for Toy Story 3. (Disney/Pixar/Photofest)

				

			

			Hannah Montana (2006)

			Disney has had plenty of experience minting young female superstars. From Annette Funicello, Hayley Mills, and Julie Andrews in Walt’s era to more-recent Disney Channel teen idols like Christy Carlson Romano, Raven-Symoné, and Hilary Duff, they have been a well-oiled hit-making machine. These were just warmup acts for the biggest teen star of them all. When thirteen-year-old Destiny Hope “Miley” Cyrus—the daughter of country superstar Billy Ray Cyrus—auditioned for a new Disney Channel show in early 2005, she had no idea that she’d be altering the musical and television landscapes in less than a year. Hannah Montana became an instant ratings hit on the Disney Channel in spring 2006. This sitcom about a typical schoolgirl who leads a double life as a pop star struck a nerve in little girls transitioning from preteens to adolescents. Like no other female Disney TV character before her, Hannah Montana was a true international sensation. At its peak, Hannah’s show attracted two hundred million viewers in the United States alone, with millions more around the world. Live concert tours broke box office records, her albums topped the charts, and merchandise sales were in the billions. Cyrus reinvented Disney’s playbook for grooming young stars and paved the way for Disney to break through the Top 40 radio market in a way they hadn’t done in decades. Other highly successful Disney Channel franchises like High School Musical, Camp Rock, and The Descendants and performers like Demi Lovato, the Jonas Brothers, and Selena Gomez quickly followed.

			Captain Jack Sparrow (2003)

			When Disney announced plans to turn its popular ride Pirates of the Caribbean into a feature film, many people scoffed at the notion. The screenwriters and director did a great job with this unusual task, but it was the lead actor who actually made Pirates a hit. As written, Captain Jack Sparrow is your typical roguish scalawag of a pirate, in the tradition of Robert Newton’s Long John Silver. In the hands of any seasoned performer, this would be a great character, but Johnny Depp made it so much better. Depp decided to deliver a fresh take on the pirate portrayal. He gave a foppish, devil-may-care tint to Jack Sparrow, taking as inspiration the idea of the pirate as a rock star. Depp even cited the Rolling Stones’ Keith Richards as a role model. You’re never quite sure whether Captain Jack Sparrow is a good guy or a bad guy. He is a prankster, quick on his feet and always ready with a quip. He is morally ambiguous, though he does cling to a code of pirate ethics and a sense of core values that he lives by. The Pirates of the Caribbean brand has gone on to be the most successful in Disney history. A recent magazine poll placed Captain Jack Sparrow second only to Indiana Jones in the list of most-admired film heroes. Not bad for a character who started as a spin-off from a ride.

			Disney Executives (Classic Era, 1923 to 1988)

			Roy O. Disney

			Walt’s older brother, best friend, partner, and confidant, Roy was mostly unknown to the general public, yet he kept the financial wheels of the Disney empire going and growing. If Walt was a creative genius, the same could be said about Roy when it came to business. His astute fiscal moves helped to fuel Walt’s dreams and innovations. The brothers often came to an impasse when Walt wanted to do something that seemed beyond the studio’s budget, but Roy always found a way, and the company usually benefited from it. He postponed his retirement to take over as head of the company after Walt’s death in 1966. The unassuming Roy made his most public appearance at the October 1971 opening of Walt Disney World, dedicating it to the memory of his brother. Roy passed away two months later. In 1999, a Blaine Gibson statue of Roy sitting on a bench with Minnie was installed in the Magic Kingdom’s town square.
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					Roy Disney shares a bench with Minnie Mouse in this sculpture at Disney Studios. (Wikimedia Commons)

				

			

			Donn B. Tatum

			The president of Walt Disney Productions from 1968 to 1971, Donn Tatum started out in 1956 as a production business manager. After Roy died in 1971, Tatum took over as Disney’s CEO and chairman of the board, titles he held until 1980. He was on Disney’s board of directors until 1992. He passed away a year later and was immediately named a Disney Legend.

			Cardon “Card” Walker

			It’s a classic tale of working your way up in a company from humble beginnings to great heights. Card Walker started as a mail clerk at Disney in 1938 and eventually became one of its most powerful executives. As president of the company from 1971 to 1980 and chairman of the board from 1980 to 1983, it was Walker who made sure that EPCOT Center was completed, as Walt intended, on the Florida property. Opened in 1982, EPCOT Center differed from Walt’s original plans of a futuristic city of tomorrow, but Walker kept the innovative spirit of it. Walker retired soon after EPCOT opened but remained on Disney’s board of directors until 1999.

			Ron Miller

			When twenty-one-year-old Ron Miller married Diane Disney in 1954, he fully intended to pursue a career in professional football. He did indeed play for the Los Angeles Rams, until Walt saw him knocked unconscious during a game and offered him a job at the studio. Miller accepted. He began as an assistant director and eventually became coproducer of films. Walt was grooming him for the top job. After Walt passed away, Miller became executive producer of most of Disney’s films and TV shows. He was named president of Walt Disney Productions in 1980 and weathered four years of corporate tumult before leaving the company. Like his father-in-law, Miller was a visionary who set the wheels in motion for exciting new projects, many of which came to fruition only after his departure and for which he, sadly, receives little credit.

			Bill Cottrell

			An employee at Disney starting in 1929, Bill Cottrell held several jobs, from cameraman to animation director and story man. His most important role came in 1952, when he was named vice president of the newly formed WED Enterprises, developing TV shows and designing Disneyland. In 1964, he was named president of Retlaw Enterprises, the corporation that controlled the Disney family’s personal assets. Cottrell retired in 1982.

			Bob Moore

			A talented artist who began as an animator for Disney in 1940, Bob Moore had his skills put to different use when he transitioned into the marketing department. He took over as the art director of Disney’s advertising division in 1951 and stayed there until 1981, designing marketing material and several classic movie posters. The U.S. postage stamp that honors Walt Disney, released in 1968, was codesigned by Moore. A little Disney secret: Walt himself got so many requests for autographs that some of his artists were authorized to sign his name for him. Moore was one of those people.

			Joe Fowler and Joe Potter

			Two former military men who were hired by Walt to carry out his innovative plans for the parks, Fowler and Potter had similar career tracks. Fowler was an ex-Navy admiral brought in by Walt in 1954 to oversee the entire construction of Disneyland in less than twelve months. He stayed on in a similar position for Walt Disney World, retiring in 1972, one year after its completion. Potter was a major general in the U.S. Army who’d been a governor of the Panama Canal. Since Potter had experience in tropical climate construction, Walt personally enlisted him to oversee the swamp dredging and subsequent infrastructure completion of the massive project in Florida. Potter retired shortly after that job was done, in 1974.

			Dick Nunis

			Just before the opening of Disneyland in 1955, twenty-three-year-old Dick Nunis—acting on the advice of his college classmate Ron Miller—took a summer job as an assistant trainer at the park. At the time, there were six hundred cast members. He moved up the ranks and by
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