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Foreword

David Johnson wrote a book about the making of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs and a book about the Great Depression. It is a huge book. It is an ill-fated book, and a book that has yet to be released. It is a book for which David conducted dozens of interviews with “Snow White’s people,” the men and women who worked on Disney’s cinematic masterpiece, many of whom had never been interviewed before or since.

A decade ago, when I read David’s interview with director Wilfred Jackson, on animationartist.com, I was hooked. I decided that I wanted to find a way to read all of David’s interviews. I was lucky enough to achieve that goal, a few years later, thanks to David’s generosity. But this was still not enough. I knew that other Disney historians and Disney history enthusiasts needed to have access to those interviews and I lobbied David, month after month, year after year, to release his research in book form.

Then, a year ago, I learned from Bob McLain, the owner of Theme Park Press, that David had embraced the idea and had asked if I would be willing to write the foreword of his book. Would I be willing? I would have begged for that honor.

Sadly, over the years, not all of David Johnson’s original interviews survived. Some of the recordings were preserved in their entirety, some only as excerpts. All of them contain information that is of utmost value to understand the making of Snow White and the >Seven Dwarfs.

When my good friend and fellow Disney historian Todd James Pierce finished digitizing all the tapes that David could locate, we realized that, thankfully, so much material had actually been preserved that we were faced with an embarrassment of riches. This is why we decided to split the interviews into two volumes, the first of which you hold in your hands, and the second one of which will be released later this year.

One note of caution before turning the page: while reading these testimonies it is important to always keep in mind that no statement from any interview should ever be considered as the absolute truth, since the interviewee might have misremembered the facts, may have seen only part of the project described, or may have his own personal reasons for representing reality in a certain way. Hence the importance of the various perspectives provided in these books.

With this in mind, you are now ready to start your journey, to look behind the curtain and to meet the first of “Snow White’s people.”

Didier Ghez
Coral Gables, July 2016


Introduction

It has been so many years since I conducted the interviews presented here that, with my current life in Greece, I had almost forgotten them. Almost. For in the back of my mind I had hoped the bulk of them would be made available to a wider audience (in book form), to be read be many who would then relive those wonderful, long-lost days at Hyperion, where the greatest animated films, e.g., Bambi and Fantasia, were made and gestated. Thanks to Bob McLain and his generosity and patience, some of my “Snow White” dream has been fulfilled. 

Re-reading these pages brings back many memories: Elly Horvath, then in her nineties, in her small house in Hemet, California, getting up from her chair and going to her small electric piano and playing and singing for me; Will Jackson, whose wife had so recently passed away and yet was able to summon up the strength of spirit to cope (even enthusiastically) with the barrage of questions I put to him; Eloise Tobelmann, at 82, yet so full of vigor and vitality for life; Grace Godino, a perennially youthful woman in her late 70s, who began to break down in tears of joy upon describing the initial studio-wide screening of a still-very unfinished Snow White; Art Babbitt, always embittered and prickly, whose generous wife insisted that I stay for dinner (she always called him “Bones”); Grim Natwick, who at 98 years of age still had a pair of the most beautiful bright blue eyes that I had ever seen and a mind still alert and overflowing with fascinating details of the past; Libbie Meador, one of the most generous and warm people who ever lived, and who practically adopted me from the start; Erna Englander, in and out of cancer remission, yet never allowing this to prevent our meetings which soon blossomed into a unique friendship; Shamus Culhane, who (like me) was trying to learn ancient Greek if only (also like me) because he felt that that language contained some of the greatest works ever conceived.

Early on in my research into the making of Snow White I realized that its creation depended upon two things: the Great Depression and Walt Disney himself. The former brought to his doorstep countless individuals (many of whom were themselves geniuses) who would never have thought of a cartoon studio as a workplace in more opportune times yet remained and contributed a priceless input to something then considered an inferior form of artistic expression with little business potential. Walt was always something of an enigma. In the words of his long-time confidant and personal nurse Hazel George: 

A complex and interesting man, totally unspoiled by his fame—on certain levels he was almost a hick and on others ultra sophisticated. ... He had an individual belief that the origin of creativeness and effort was discontent. That was something that was unique to his way of thinking.

Certainly not something Max Flesicher would have pondered. And while he obviously needed and used the talent around him, Walt made his men, not the other way around. He guided and inspired them to infuse their drawings with life. He labored with them in fashioning a distinct personality for each newly created character. This applied not only to looks or speech but for every movement, down to the last flick of a finger. He was a true revolutionary, and in the words of Erna Englander, “a visionary.” 

Through these pages it is my hope that the reader will learn about not only Snow White but its creator as well. Though not perfect, Walt was far from the labels (anti-Semitic, ultra-right conservative, uneducated farm-boy) that still cling to a persona and individual the world could well benefit from today. Walt and the world of the imagination he created will in all likelihood never be seen again.


Wilfred Jackson (1906–1988)

As Frank Thomas and Ollie Johnston wrote in Disney Animation: The Illusion of Life, “Jaxon was easily the most creative of the directors, but he was also the most “picky” and took a lot of kidding about his thoroughness.”

Frank Thomas recalled:

Only a few people knew that “Jaxon” had any other name, and fewer still knew that it was “Wilfred.” As a kid growing up in Glendale, that first name caused him considerable trouble and he claims that he survived only because he could run faster than anyone else. A classmate, Marion Morrison, also had a name with inherent problems, but he was bigger and no one picked on him. Even so, he chose the nickname “Duke” and later on even changed the whole name to John Wayne. Wilfred settled for “Jaxon.”

Wilfred Jackson was also one of the best interviewees due to the thoroughness of his answers, and one can regret that he was not able to give as many interviews as Ward Kimball.

Born in Chicago, January 24, 1906, Wilfred E. Jackson attended Otis Art Institute in Los Angeles beginning in 1925. Three years later, just before Charlie Mintz had stolen Disney’s Oswald the Lucky Rabbit character, he began hanging around The Walt Disney Studios. It was a poor time to ask for a job, but he volunteered to wash cels and assist animators until one day he found himself holding a paycheck. He later said, “I’m the only guy [at Disney] who was never hired.”

He quickly moved up the ranks to animator, contributing to the Silly Symphony shorts. After Steamboat Willie, Jaxon went on to direct 35 shorts, three of which won Academy Awards: The Tortoise and The Hare, The Country Cousin, and The Old Mill. Probably the greatest example of his skill in developing action to music, however, was The Band Concert starring Mickey Mouse.

Jaxon also applied his talent to 11 animated features, including Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Pinocchio, Dumbo, Saludos Amigos, Melody Time, Cinderella, Alice in Wonderland, Peter Pan, and Lady and the Tramp. He directed such memorable sequences as “The Night on Bald Mountain” in Fantasia, and all cartoon and combination live-action footage in Song of the South. During the war years, he also produced and directed government films for the U.S. Navy.

Jaxon’s consuming personal involvement in his films and his innate intensity finally caught up with him in 1953, when he suffered a heart attack which kept him away from the studio for most of a year. In 1954, as Walt entered the new television medium, he asked Jaxon to produce and direct animated shows on the Disneyland series. During the next four years, Jaxon directed 13 shows, including The Story of the Animated Drawing. But the pressure of working on the live-action stage for these shows became too stressful, and in the fall of 1959 he began a leave of absence which ended in his retirement two years later.

Wilfred Jackson died August 7, 1988, in Newport Beach, California.

David Johnson: Was the soundtrack [of “The Silly Song”] when it was being filmed just a piano accompaniment?

Wilfred Jackson: To the best of my recollection it was originally to a piano track. Now whether they made a preliminary orchestral take of that I’m not sure. I don’t recall it being orchestra. That early in the cartoons we didn’t usually pre-score music.

DJ: Would Frank [Churchill] have been there playing live or would they have done a loop for the soundtrack when they filmed this, for study purposes?

WJ: Probably a piano track.

DJ: By him playing it for you [live] or it being already recorded?

WJ: More likely [the latter], but it was done either way.

DJ: Now, besides the entertainment section, what others parts of the movie did you direct?

WJ: The other one that comes to mind is the scene toward the end of the picture where the dwarfs are gathered around the [casket].

DJ: From there to the end of the movie?

WJ: Yes. I’m vague on whether I had any other sequences in animation. You see, in those days we worked closely in connection with the story department during the development of the various sequences, and I was in the story work and in on the preparation for animation for so many different parts of the picture, but those two are the only ones that I recall actually directing.

DJ: So what exactly does a director do? I know you were in charge of some of the live action. But what else does a director do?

WJ: You’re speaking strictly of Snow White?

DJ: Right.

WJ: First of all, as the story work was nearing completion.... You’re familiar with storyboards? As they were being prepared and hauled over and beginning to take shape, after a series of meetings with Walt and the story group, the director would work in there and get his ideas incorporated into the thing, then the sequence would be delivered to the director to begin his work. His first task was to time each scene and visualize the choreography of the action—what action went with what parts of the music, if it was a musical sequence, or, as in the ending here, [prior to the closing with the song “Some Day My Prince Will Come”] there would be a pre-recording of the dialogue of all the vocal sounds. The director would be in on that usually. Having recorded those sounds, the director would see to it that the whole thing was timed, put together on a sound track. If there was music involved the director would play out the scenes … where you have this scene and you cut to a close-up, and then you cut to something else and so forth, working with the layout man to prepare the visualization of the thing. Timing it was a matter of seeing if there was the right amount of time for all the different actions that had to take place and the pacing of the scene. The director, in effect, served as the film editor, pre-cutting the picture before it was made. Does that make sense?

DJ: Yes, it makes sense

WJ: There’s a reason for that: because of the terrific expense. The pace of this particular sequence [where the prince comes down to pay his last respects] … I believe that the sound was pre-recorded on that song and so it was my task, partly, to time the picture in such a way that it would look all right with the pre-determined length of the thing. Sometimes we would have to cut out actions that had been visualized and agreed on. Once in a while we would have to find some way of inserting action or expanding scenes in order for it to come out [correctly]. The music at the ending I’m not sure whether that was pre-recorded or not, when she rides away on the horse.

DJ: Do you recall some of the discussions on this particular scene and how it would work? For instance the animals would bow their heads, and the dwarfs do likewise, and Grumpy goes up and put the flowers on Snow White. Whose idea was it for Grumpy to go up and put flowers on Snow White?

WJ: Goodness, that idea originated in the story department early, before I picked the scene up, so I can’t say. Let me say this about Snow White. The directors of Snow White didn’t direct in the same way as they did on other pictures. In effect, Walt really directed that picture. He was so intensely involved in everything about it. And he was right in on everything that was done, right down to what color a character was painted. On Snow White, Walt was in on every last detail. It was Walt’s picture, one hundred percent from beginning to end. That can’t be said of any other picture that I’ve worked with him on after the very, very early Mickeys and Silly Symphonies, very early.

DJ: So that could have been Walt’s idea?

WJ: It could have been. It could have been somebody in the story department. My goodness, Walt talked to everybody about his pictures. He shaped them up that way. He talked to the gardener or the janitor or anybody he could get hold of. He worked the thing out in his own mind by telling and re-telling and re-telling the thing, bouncing it off of anybody. If you had an idea, he would listen to it.

DJ: Were you involved in the very early stages of Snow White, say in late 1934, and taken off of the shorts and put in as…?

WJ: No, quite to the contrary. I was very busy keeping animators busy and I was working on shorts during the preparation of Snow White and not able to spend as much time as I would like to have with the story then. I was terribly interested in our first feature, of course. I was kept quite busy with short subjects during all the early preparation of it and to a much greater extent than in later feature work the story was quite well prepared, quite well rounded out in pretty much detail before I was involved in any of the sequences. Snow White was a unique picture in the way it was made. No other picture was made like that at the studio during my time.

DJ: Do you recall if there was a pilot scene prepared?

WJ: Yes. The pilot sequence, the very first pilot sequence I saw, was the one where the dwarfs … one scene or two or three scenes, where Snow White was asleep in the dwarfs’ bed and they came in and they were all around the bed there and they were ready to attack the monster, and she makes a little sound and moved and they all shot down behind the front of the bed and then they came up one after another with their noses popping up. That was the pilot scene.

DJ: Did you, as a director, write out the dialogue on the exposure sheets that were then given to the animators, I mean on your own sequences?

WJ: Yes.

DJ: So that those sheets are in your handwriting?

WJ: It could be or in my assistant’s handwriting.

DJ: And Bill Cottrell would have written the dialogue on the sheets he afterward gave Art Babbitt?

WJ: Yes. He wouldn’t put the dialogue reading on.

DJ: What’s the dialogue reading?

WJ: The dialogue reading is the visual interpretation of the frames of dialogue. On the exposure sheet each line represents one frame. One of the cutters in the cutting department would put headphones on and run the dialogue on the moviola, scoring it down with a little pencil and make marks [for exactly how long each syllable would take]. He would lay that out on the master exposure sheet and if there was a lot of dialogue in a sequence it was my practice to take the dialogue readings that I got from the cutter after we had the whole thing put in order and timed the way we thought it was going to be. I would lay my action out first of all on that before putting it on the exposure sheet. Then the task of transposing the dialogue reading we got from the film editor onto the animator’s exposure sheet was handled by the assistant director. I have my scene cuts all indicated on the cutter’s dialogue reading and the assistant director would lay out each scene on the exposure sheet. He wouldn’t begin the thing at the top of the sheet: he would leave a little room for me to adjust the beginning of the scene, and at the end of the scene I could always add or subtract something I wanted to. He would lay it out with the scene number and the music room with all the different headings at the top. Those would probably be in my assistant’s handwriting— not necessarily but probably. And that would be what I would use to indicate the action over in the action column—the vertical column at the extreme left. I would describe what goes on so that the animator would know where those different things came. Now this last step of actually laying the action on the exposure sheet was usually not done by the director by himself. First of all, if music was in any way involved closely with the action—which it was on almost all our early pictures including Snow White and Pinocchio—there was a musician in the director’s room to work with him.

DJ: That’s why it was called the music room?

WJ: Yes. That’s why we call it that. And the musician would play music that was to be with the action over and over for the director to listen to and work with and to make adjustments with. So we would each know what the thing was to be like. We’d each make our suggestions until the musician was satisfied that he had something that made sense musically and the director was satisfied that the action could fit within the timing. This was very preliminary, of course. How much of that was done on Snow White I couldn’t tell you. The sequences I had were pretty well worked out ahead of time, as far as music is concerned. Churchill [Snow White’s key song writer] and Larry Morey, who wrote the lyrics, would work together and present to the story department in a meeting with Walt their proposal of what music and words and sounds would go with the action, the business that the story department had on the storyboard. That was pretty well worked out ahead of time on the sequences I had. And all the yodeling, for instance, and that sort of thing, already had been recorded by Churchill or some other musician and worked out with the story department so that a great deal of what a director does on some of the other pictures wasn’t done on my sequences on Snow White. That’s why I say that it was sort of a different approach from the average, because of Walt’s close involvement.

DJ: Now was it Fred Moore who did the dwarfs on your sequence?

WJ: Well, some of the scenes. There were others who also helped. Bill Tytla did the opening scene of the sequence and who was the one who did so many Dopey scenes?

DJ: Frank Thomas?

WJ: No.

DJ: Not Fred Moore?

WJ: No, he was kind of the creator of the dwarfs. [Jackson is almost certainly referring to animator Fred Spencer.] In any event, you’re correct in thinking that Fred took the lead on the dwarfs. It was our practice to give the more important scenes to the more capable animators and to augment their work with scenes that were not as important to the picture—action scenes, longer shots, group shots, things like that, where the individual personality wasn’t the most important part of the scene.

DJ: Did you do that yourself? Did you allocate which scenes went to which animator?

WJ: To a certain extent. Walt had a big hand in that on the Snow White picture. I probably had less to say about who did what in Snow White than in any other picture I directed. Walt, as I said, was in on every detail.

DJ: Can you think of anything from the movie that was your idea and that made it into the picture?

WJ: Aside from the details, the choreography of what the action was to encompass was my major contribution, I would think. Plus the timing of it: how long a scene would be, where it would come in juxtaposition with other scenes.

DJ: For instance, the dancing style of the dwarfs, almost like a square dance, that was your idea?

WJ: I don’t think I approached it that way. We pictured the dwarfs as sort of folksy characters and very probably I was thinking more of a mixture of country-style Americana with a European flavor. As to the individual actions in that case, I don’t have a specific recollection of any of those things.

DJ: And I suppose the sneeze was already pre-determined, probably by Walt.

WJ: The sneeze was definitely worked out before I took the sequence up, even to the extent of having recorded a whole bunch of different sneezes. Selecting which sneeze, which part of which sneeze went where, was very much in my hands. But I was working with a track that was already [made]. I was more like a film editor in relation to that. What they did, all those different things [such as the close-ups of the hands clapping as the scene reached its climax with the sneeze] were suggested by the story sketches and by the continuity on the storyboard, and there were variations of what was done and what was done when. That is, the sequence of action was mine. What I put together was not exactly what was on the storyboard, a, b, c, d, e, f, g. And the pacing of it was mine, the building of the excitement, the increase in tempo, making the scenes shorter than the previous ones: that sort of thing, that was mine.

DJ: Was this sequence difficult and did you have any problems in getting it going the way you wanted it?

WJ: I suppose I had. No individual particular problems stand out in my mind other than getting enough work ready for animators fast enough to keep them busy. Trying to meet our deadlines, but that was for all our pictures. I don’t recall problems with this sequence. It was just a joy to work on.

DJ: Did they film other actors for the dwarfs, besides yourself I mean?

WJ: Yes, different ones. The fellas would do things. Perce Pearce did a pretty good Doc and was filmed for some of it. We used to have meetings, a whole bunch of us animators and directors would come back at night and we’d have a meeting over on the soundstage. We’d talk about the characters. We’d talk about what they were like and how they would act and how they would move and anybody who wanted to would get up and demonstrate his idea of what the guy should move like, how he should do this particular thing.

DJ: It’s interesting that you came in at night, after work. Was this a lot?

WJ: Oh, yes. We had all kinds of meetings at night. This wasn’t just on Snow White, but especially along about then. We had classes that we attended. Walt hired people from outside to come and teach us, [like] Don Graham to teach the animators.

DJ: Did you go to those classes?

WJ: No, because I wasn’t one of the artists at that time.

DJ: When you first came to the studio, were you hired as an artist?

WJ: Yes, I was sort of hired as a pest that Walt hired to get out of his office. I was very persistent.

DJ: Now you came in 1928 or 1929?

WJ: [April 1928], you’re right; 1929 was when we were married. I had met Jane who became my wife in art school when I was at the County Art Institute, now Otis Parsons, and we’d been going together and we liked each other a lot and we were quite serious about getting married. I needed a job and I had always wanted to be a cartoonist. I had wanted to be in animation. But as far as I knew the only animating studios were in New York City and I didn’t have a way of getting to New York City. I hadn’t finished my art school education. I wasn’t really a very good draughtsman. I needed a lot more study before I would become [one], but I found out by accident that there was a person in Hollywood who made cartoons named Walt Disney. One of the girls at the Art Institute had a boyfriend who was working for Walt Disney and from her I got the name and the phone number of the place. I called Walt up and asked for an interview. I didn’t know until afterwards that I hit Walt for a job right at the time when he had discovered that he had lost the rights to this Oswald character. He didn’t have anything else going yet. He was in a transition from that to the Mickeys. He granted me an interview. I came in with my samples and showed them to him and he said, “You really aren’t ready to take a job as an animator yet. You don’t draw well enough. You need more training in drawing.” I said “All right, now I’m going to be an animator someday. What should I study at art school? Where should I go and what should I study in order to learn how to be an animator?” He said “There isn’t really any place you can learn to be an animator, except at an animation studio. They don’t teach it anywhere that I know of.” I said “All right, that’s fine. How would it be if I come to your studio and learn to be an animator here and I’ll pay you tuition, like I would have to pay at any other school?” And he said “Well, godammit Jack, I can’t do a thing like that!” Finally he said, “Look, come in on Monday and we’ll see if you can do anything useful around here.” I came in on Monday and they kept me busy helping the janitor cleaning off the ink lines and paint off of the cels and separating the ones that were too scratched from the ones that weren’t too scratched. It was shortly after that that everybody left the studio except Iwerks, Les Clark, and Johnny Cannon, and for a while there was a Mike [Marcus] who ran the camera. In any event, I counted that I was the thirteenth one when I was hired, so I figured that thirteen must be my lucky number. Naturally, when Walt began to hire people from the East, like Ben Sharpsteen, Jack Campbell, Norm Ferguson, Tom Palmer, and those guys, they were such great animators and so much better draughtsman that I wasn’t really filling the bill very well. I had worked up to the point that I was doing animation.

DJ: Not just inbetweening, you were actually animating?

WJ: Yes, I was doing my own scenes, and I wasn’t doing too well. I didn’t know that. I didn’t realize how poor my work was compared to the others, and I used to come back at night. Walt encouraged us to come back if we wanted to and to animate our own scenes, our own ideas, and to show them to him. I was back one night doing that and Walt got into a little trouble editing and putting sound to one of the pictures. I helped Walt work out their method of synchronizing.

DJ: The metronome, right?

WJ: Yes. I helped him tie the sound up with the picture and I helped him with some things like that. And I’d had a little bit of time working on the editing of the pictures and that sort of thing. One night when I went back there.… I wanted to animate a whole picture myself—I was that conceited. I thought I could do it. I was interested in animation. I liked to make the characters move on the screen. That was what I wanted to do. And I said: “Walt, sometime if it would work out, I’d like to handle a whole picture, if you see a way to let me try it.” I used the wrong word. I meant “animate.” He thought I meant direct or produce. I didn’t find out till after he had already decided to try me out on it that we had a misunderstanding about it. I was in there happily animating some scenes and he sends Rudy Zamora in and Rudy said, “Walt told me to come in and get some scenes from you. I’m out of work.” I thought, “Gee wiz, here it goes, I’m not going to get to animate the whole picture after all and Walt said I could do it.”

DJ: What short was it?

WJ: This was The Castaway. It was a picture when Walt was behind on schedule and needed something to catch up with, and he had a lot of footage that had been cut out of other cartoons and it was saved in the morgue. All the animation was done, and my first job was to make some kind of a story where we could use all this discarded stuff. The only way I could see to tie all this stuff together was to have Mickey be cast away on an island after his ship was wrecked and to be sort of a Robinson Crusoe character and had all kinds of materials that had come from the ship, including a piano, and all the things that were needed for all the different scenes. It would be on an island where there were jungle creatures to use gags about and jungle animals in the various out footage. Walt had hired a musician when he put me to work on the thing. He said: “I got a new musician I just hired and I want you to work with him on your picture. I want to see if he’s any good and if we can use him.” I said, “Fine.” That musician happened to be Frank Churchill.

DJ: Could you tell me a little about Frank Churchill. Did he ever tell you, for instance, what his musical influences were? Did he like Mozart or Beethoven, or was it Tchaikovsky or Wagner?

WJ: The only thing that comes to mind there right off.... I recall one time Frank saying something about Schubert’s use of melody. Melody was the thing about Schubert that was so arresting. I don’t recall Frank telling me much about his influences.

DJ: Would you say that he liked classical music or did he prefer popular music as a musician himself?

WJ: Frank had great facility in playing either on the piano. Frank was a pianist. He was a pianist more than he was a composer.

DJ: Really?

WJ: Yes. Before he came to Walt to work, he had been playing mood music and when sound came in they didn’t need this. He had been playing sad music when the actors were supposed to be acting sad, and happy music when they were supposed to be happy, to help them with their acting. He had a little folding organ that folded all up. It had a bellows that you pumped with your feet like this, and he didn’t have any use for it anymore so he gave it to me. I had that for many years. The girls used to play with it. Working with Frank was so different from working with Leigh Harline, for instance.

DJ: I know that Leigh Harline was the more sophisticated musician.

WJ: Yes, he was a composer first, and he played the piano sort of like doing the pick-and-shovel work. Frank, when he sat down at the piano and played the music that you were working out for the picture, the score that resulted never sounded any better than the way Frank played it on the piano. With Leigh Harline you had to learn to make allowances for the fact that you’d hear the melody he was playing when the thing was done, but the feeling of it, the mood that it would create, the feeling that it would extend to you, wasn’t there with the piano. You just had to trust Leigh that it was going to sound a whole lot different after he orchestrated it.

DJ: Did these composers do their own orchestration or did they have another person [do it]? For instance, did Churchill actually orchestrate his songs or did he have an assistant [do it]?

WJ: He very possibly did, in the very early days, but it wouldn’t have been long before they would have had someone to orchestrate.

DJ: And you wouldn’t recall who that might have been for Snow White?

WJ: No. We already had expanded the music department quite a bit by that time. I’m not sure if Al Malotte was there already or Paul Smith.

DJ: Paul Smith worked on some of the incidental music on Snow White. Did Leigh Harline do his own orchestrations, since he was a composer?

WJ: He would have been much more likely to have done it.

DJ: It’s amazing that Churchill wrote so many memorable songs and yet as you say, he wasn’t really a composer. He must have had a lot of talent under his belt.

WJ: Frank was something else when it came to working with him.

DJ: What was he like?

WJ: Frank was just a fun person to work with. He did what he did with such apparent ease, and he was so willing to adapt his music, to change it to what you needed. He seemed to be able to take notes out or add notes in and still make it work. If you’re having a little trouble fitting your action to the music, he had great facility in adjusting the music and still make it come out right. He had such a variety of different tunes, of different things that he could suggest when you were first working with him on a short subject. You’d have a sequence of action and you’d talk to him about it and the feeling of it and so forth and he’d suggest music for it and if you didn’t like it he’d suggest something else and he could just go on and on and on and on.

DJ: Could he remember the music without writing it down, like if you preferred one of the earlier options?

WJ: I don’t recall he had any trouble if you wanted one of the earlier suggestions he played. He’d play something: “Was this it? Was that it?” “Yeah, that was it,” and we’d work on that one. However, when we selected a tune, he’d write down a melody line with a signature on it. We’d have that to come back to.

DJ: Do you remember any of his pranks? I understand he was very playful. Shamus Culhane told me he liked to sit at the piano and fart and then pick out the note and put that in the song.

WJ: Yes. [Laughs]

DJ: That’s true, then?

WJ: Yes. Also, he and Earl Duval got caught by one of the secretaries when she came in the room, trying to light one. He was bent over and Earl was there with a match. The minute the door opened, Frank said, “Where is that knife? I dropped that knife here somewhere?”[Laughs]

DJ: Who was the secretary?

WJ: Carolyn Shafer. She later on married Frank.

DJ: Oh, that was Walt’s secretary.

WJ: Yes. I have a knife that Frank Churchill gave me, which was the knife he said he was looking for. He picked it out of a claw machine.

DJ: Claw machine? Oh, yes, I remember those, in the amusement parks.

WJ: Yes, you put your nickel in and it grabs some candy, but there’re also little things in there. Frank was very good at operating that thing. He used to like to show off and say, “What do you want out of there?” Whoever was with him would say, “See if you can get that.” And he was very good at getting the thing over and grabbing it and it pleased him that he could do that better than practically everyone else.

Another thing I remember about Frank and the playful end of it was seeing him on a driving range hitting golf balls. He had the most unprofessional stance I have ever seen. He played with both knees bent sort of in a half squat, and he didn’t have the twist that other people had. He hit the ball like you would with a hockey stick or a baseball bat, and he’d give the thing a vicious cut. He could send it a long way from where he wanted it. He was good at it, but I don’t mean professionally. He couldn’t get out with the real pros, but compared with the friends he played with he was good. I didn’t play myself, but often would go with him and Earl Duvall.

DJ: Who was Earl Duvall?

WJ: He was one of our early storymen, an artist and an idea man. He had made layouts with me for a while and that’s how come he and Frank were together in the music room the time Frank was looking for his knife. There were a lot of pranks going on. Walt didn’t discourage it. We didn’t just clown around, we worked hard. But Walt didn’t measure your value to the studio by whether you had your nose down to the grindstone for exactly eight hours every day. It was the contribution you made: as long as you got your job done and didn’t interfere with anybody else getting their job done, how long you took and when you did it didn’t matter.

I got in there, as I told you, very accidentally. I got into directing pictures without meaning to. I had absolutely no qualifications for being a director, none whatsoever. I had few enough to be an animator. But Walt didn’t understand that anybody who wanted to couldn’t do anything they wanted to do. He didn’t understand that other people couldn’t. So I spent the rest of my years there doing a job I didn’t know how to do, working up a plow horse to try to keep up with the race horse and putting in a lot of extra hours in order to come out even.

DJ: You’re very modest. Some of your work is considered the greatest work ever done.

WJ: That may be others’ opinions, it’s not mine.

DJ: You did The Old Mill, I understand.

WJ: Yes.

DJ: That’s just one of your highlights.

WJ: I loved to work with musicians. I like musical pictures.

DJ: Getting back to what you said about your nose to the grindstone. Did Walt have deadlines, let’s say, for Snow White? When he put you there to direct some of these scenes and to get them to the animators, was there a deadline, like, by April first this scene had to be given out to the animators. Was there anything like that going on?

WJ: Not that kind of a deadline. Not scene by scene. When scenes went to animators [the deadline] was dictated by when the animator who was to do that scene finished what he was doing before. The cardinal sin was to let an animator be out of work. There were deadlines for the pictures and deadlines for the individual sequences within the picture as to when they should go to camera as far as the director was concerned. These deadlines could be, and often were, adjusted by the time we didn’t meet out deadlines.

DJ: That must have been especially true on a picture like Snow White?

WJ: Yes. Could I digress and tell you a little thing about Snow White?

DJ: Please.

WJ: When Walt started to make Snow White, everybody that he talked to in Hollywood, all the best advice he could get, was discouraging. The consensus was that nobody would sit still to watch a cartoon, a feature-length cartoon: the audiences would walk out on it. With that in mind Walt went ahead and made Snow White and we had the preview, I believe at the Carthay Circle Theater.

DJ: That’s correct. December 21, 1937.

WJ: You know more about Snow White than I do. In any event, the picture was partway through when some people got up and started to walk out.

DJ: Oh, you’re talking about the preview. I think the preview was at a Fox theater.

WJ: You’ve heard of this then.

DJ: They had to get back for a final exam or something.

WJ: Yeah they had to get back to school, but Walt thought....

DJ: He must have been devastated. You all must have been devastated.

WJ: Yeah. It was a bad moment.

DJ: When did you finally find out?

WJ: Walt decided he’d better go out into the foyer and listen and see what they were saying when they went out. He got out there and
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