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Foreword

I became aware of my friend Arthur C. (Buddy) Adler when I was a purchasing director with Disney. Most folks referred to him as either Art, or Buddy if you grew up with him in New Jersey. Sadly, as I write this foreword, Art passed away on September 23, 2014, at the age of 82.

Art will always be remembered in various and different ways. As someone who grew up and loved his hometown of High Bridge, New Jersey, he often reminisced about the early years of his life there and wrote articles about it. Others, like me, knew Art from his Disney days during which he became somewhat famous for his compulsion of saving Walt Disney’s Garage. In recent years, Art and I would email each other, talk on the phone, have lunch occasionally, and talk about world affairs. My last conversation with him was on September 19, 2014, as he was struggling to recover from surgery.

In this book, you will witness the selfless acts of one person, one voice, with a strong constitution that allowed him to bring together a group of folks to save this valuable treasure, Walt Disney’s Garage.

Art was the kind of person who took “No” as a challenge. He always found a way, whether you liked his approach or not, to accomplish a task he felt important. He was strict to the written word, maybe even to a fault, but he never gave up, NEVER.

And so what you will read and witness in this book is truly a “One Man’s Dream”, normally associated as a tribute to Walt Disney himself. Enjoy it, talk about it, make sure others know about it, and put yourself in his shoes as you marvel at the perseverance of this one man.

For all those who loved Art for who he was, this is his gift to you. May you rest in peace, my dear friend Art Adler. Heaven has been waiting for you!

Bob Bowman
Retired Vice President, Merchandising
Walt Disney Attractions
September 2014


Introduction: As I Remember It

Everyone has their own opinion or memory about what happened in these stories I am about to share.

Let them write their own book!

This is my book and this is the way I remember it all happening. That’s the way I am going to tell these stories. These are the true stories and this is the only place where you can read them. I was there and I saw what I saw and heard what I heard.

In March 1982, when I was living in Laguna Hills, California, and working as a senior contract administrator for Disneyland, I first heard about Walt’s garage coming up for auction. It was mentioned in a brief report on a local news station. Had I not been watching, this book never would have been written, my life would have been different, and Walt’s garage might have ceased to exist.

I called the television station to confirm what I had just heard. It was true. I could not believe that the Disney organization, my employers, would allow such a historic structure to be auctioned off!

How could Walt’s garage have been sitting there quietly for all those many years, weather-beaten and lonely, just waiting for someone to notice? Why wasn’t it in a place of honor at Disneyland or in Burbank? Now that people knew it still existed and where it was, would it fall victim to vandals or those hoping to turn a profit by peeling away bits of that historic structure and putting them up for sale?

Even if the garage did sell at the auction, would the buyer it treat it with respect? Would the Disney Company swoop in at the last moment and rescue it?

And how the heck did this guy I had never heard of become the current owner of the garage? Was he a man of integrity and vision? Or was he just out to make a quick buck?

All these questions and so many more troubled me, so I went to the auction.

The clock kept ticking and ticking. I could feel my heart racing.

What would happen if nobody bid on the garage?

The answer, it turned out, was the beginning of one of my most exciting and satisfying adventures.

Let me tell you all about it. This is the way it really happened.


Part One

Walt Disney’s Garage of Dreams
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One

Uncle Robert and His Garage

After the bankruptcy of Walt’s Laugh-O-gram animation studio in Kansas City, Missouri, Walt left the city in late July 1923 on the Santa Fe California Limited. He arrived in Los Angeles in early August 1923. He was twenty-one years old with a pasteboard suitcase.

In an interview later in life, Walt said in the suitcase was everything he owned: “a two-year-old suit of clothes, a sweater, an extra shirt, a lot of drawing materials,” and a reel of the cartoon short Alice’s Wonderland to use as a sample to get some work. He had forty dollars cash in his pocket, all the money he had left after purchasing a first-class train ticket.

Alice’s Wonderland was a cartoon short with a young live-action girl portrayed by six-year-old Virginia Davis interacting with cartoon animals in a cartoon background.

Walt moved in with his uncle, Robert Samuel Disney. Robert had moved to California after his retirement a few years earlier. Sixty-two-year-old Robert, born in 1861, was Elias Disney’s younger brother by two-and-a-half years.

Walt’s father, Elias, never seemed to make much of a success at any endeavor he attempted, from managing a central Florida hotel to farming in Marceline, Missouri, to investing in a jelly factory. 

Robert, however, became very successful dabbling in real estate,  among other investments. He had owned several hundred acres of farmland a mile from Marceline, which is one of the reasons his older brother Elias decided to move there with his family. The locals didn’t care much for Robert who, whenever he showed up to check on his land, behaved in a condescending and authoritative manner, even to his older brother.

He was a physically stout man who enjoyed smoking cigars and was even known to keep one in his mouth when his Vandyke beard was being trimmed.

Robert was living with his second wife, Charlotte, whom he had married in 1921 and who has been described as very strict. She was thirty-two years his junior and five months pregnant with their son, Robert Samuel Disney Jr. She was definitely not as fond or supportive of Walt as Robert’s first wife, Margaret, who actively encouraged him to draw by supplying him with material like paper and colored pencils.

They lived in a comfortable little house at 4406 Kingswell Avenue in the Los Feliz section, roughly two-and-a-half miles from the heart of Hollywood. On the side of the house was a small wooden garage.

Robert, ever the businessman, charged his nephew five dollars a week rent. Often that rent was paid by Walt’s older brother, Roy O. Disney, who was recuperating from tuberculosis at a veteran’s hospital in nearby Sawtelle and receiving a government pension.

Walt was fed up with animation, feeling that audiences had grown tired of the trick of cartoon figures moving about on the screen. All the animation studios were in New York. Walt came to California not only to be with his brother but to try to get into live-action films as a director.

Instead of looking for a regular job, Walt bluffed his way onto studio lots like Universal, Paramount, MGM, and Vitagraph, watching movies being filmed all day. He hoped he could somehow find a job, any job, working at a motion picture studio.

He spent all of August and some of September searching for this job, while increasingly frustrating his uncle Robert and his brother Roy, who both felt that there were plenty of non-movie jobs that would hire Walt and provide him with a steady income. They both nagged at him to do so.

Instead, Walt followed up with Margaret Winkler in New York who was distributing Max Fleischer’s Out of the Inkwell and Pat Sullivan’s Felix the Cat cartoon series for theaters. He had contacted her earlier and hoped she would be interested in taking on his Alice series.

Winkler had formed her distribution company in February 1922 and was twenty-eight years old. She identified herself as “M.J. Winkler” to disguise that she was a woman. In early September, Walt made arrangements for her to view Alice’s Wonderland after she expressed some interest.

Finally admitting that he wasn’t able to break into the motion picture business in any capacity, Walt once again turned to cartooning.

Walt bought an old used camera that was not in the best of shape for $200 from a local Los Angeles camera shop. Roy had given Walt ten dollars to make up some business cards and letterhead paper proclaiming “Walt Disney, Cartoonist” and using Uncle Robert’s address.

He asked Uncle Robert if he could set up his studio in the garage. While Robert was glad that Walt was doing something other than dreaming, he still charged him an extra dollar a week to use the garage.

Walt had to tear apart dry-goods boxes and find spare lumber to build a very crude set-up. The equipment would not accommodate anything more complicated than the simplest of animation.

Walt went to see Alexander Pantages who owned a theater named after him, the Pantages, in downtown Los Angeles. He pitched the idea of doing a series of short joke reels like the ones he had done for the Newman Laugh-O-grams.

In 1921, at the age of nineteen, Walt had done a series of short twenty-five-second animated films that focused on topical humor like ladies’ fashions, street repair service, and police corruption. These were produced for Frank Newman,who had a chain of three theaters and were part of the weekly newsreel.

He envisioned a similar series covering the topics of the day but promoting Pantages as well. Just like in a comic strip, when the characters “talked” in this silent cartoon, a balloon filled with written words would appear over their heads. Walt made these every week for a few months.

He was working on this project, doing all the animation himself as stick figures, when he heard back from Winkler with a firm offer for the Alice series. On October 16, 1923, Walt and Roy signed a contract with M.J. Winkler for six Alice Comedies with an option for two more. Eventually, the Disney Brothers Studio produced fifty-seven Alice Comedies.

Realizing he could not operate a full studio out of Uncle Robert’s garage, Walt walked up the street two or three blocks to a local realty office called Holly-Vermont Realty at 4651 Kingswell Avenue. The Holly part meant it specialized in Hollywood real estate and Vermont was the street just around the corner.

The owners charged young Walt ten dollars a month for a small room at the rear of the building.

In February 1924, the Disney Brothers Studio moved next door to a larger location at 4649 Kingswell and put their sign out front. (Much later, that location became a photocopy shop with a sign on one wall declaring it to be Walt Disney’s first studio and several Disney photos and artwork pinned up as well.)

From there, the Disney brothers would move to the famous Hyperion Studio in 1926 and then in 1940 to Burbank.

Diane Disney Miller interviewed her father about his life for her book, The Story of Walt Disney (Henry Holt, 1957). Many of the things her dad shared with her have never appeared in any other biographies about Walt.

Before her untimely passing in 2013, Mrs. Miller gave me permission to share the following excerpt from her book. It is used here for historical purposes so that readers can better understand why the garage should be considered Walt’s first Hollywood studio and gain a clearer idea of the relationship between Uncle Robert and Walt.

Here is how her dad described that time in his career when he decided to get back into animation:

[Walt Disney] got out his cartoon materials, rented a battered camera and built a camera stand of dry-goods boxes and spare lumber he’d found in his Uncle Robert’s garage.

This period in Hollywood reinforced Father’s natural inclination to be a self-starter. Instead of crying the blues, he thought of the idea of selling joke reels to Alexander Pantages, who owned a string of Pacific Coast movie and vaudeville theaters.

What he hoped to sell Pantages was basically the same thing he’d sold the Newman Theaters back in Kansas City. He hung around the Pantages office with his idea until he waylaid an assistant, but when he told the assistant about his idea, that assistant said with a bored air, “I’m afraid Mr. Pantages wouldn’t be interested.”

Just then a voice from another office boomed, “How do you know I wouldn’t?” That voice belonged to Mr. Pantages.

Father says that he can still remember the sick look that came over the assistant’s face. Even more important, he remembers the lesson the incident taught him. It’s this: if you can get to the top man you always have a better chance than you have with the small fry.

When Pantages came out and introduced himself, Father explained his notion. “I think you have a good idea,” Pantages told him. “Make up a sample and if it’s all you describe, you’ve got a deal.”

So, Father started to run up a joke reel especially for Pantages. He used what he calls “my little stick figures” and combined them with jokes. He’d draw a head, a mouth and eyes; the body that went with these sketchy anatomical details was a simple collection of single lines. “The best way I can describe these is to say that they looked like white matchsticks on a black background,” he told me.

The device was used, primarily, to save him time, but it served his purpose. His stick figures were made to act as if they were telling each other a joke. Then the joke appeared above them in type. The setting was also simplified—a moon in the sky, a tree under which his stick characters walked. The big thing was to cut details so he could do all the work himself.

Father still had the sample Alice’s Wonderland reel he’d made in Kansas City and was trying to sell it as a series. Ironically, just about the time Father was ready to audition the sample he’d made for Pantages which would have given him enough money to live on if Pantages had okayed it and had ordered more, a New York distributor made him an offer for his cartoon, Alice’s Wonderland.

The sample for Pantages was completely forgotten. Father hurried out to see Uncle Roy in the hospital. Although he was getting only eighty-five dollars a month from the government, Uncle Roy had been giving Father money to support himself while he made the sample joke reel for Pantages. Financing this new enterprise was a hard decision for him to make. In the end, he grinned at Father and said, “Let’s go, Walt.”

Their plan was to borrow $500 from Great-Uncle Robert. Father thought that they’d need that much working capital, but borrowing $500 from Great-Uncle Robert wouldn’t be easy, they knew. Father and his uncle had had an argument or two.

“He demanded a lot of respect and he didn’t think I gave it to him,” Father tells me. “Our first argument was about how I’d come West. As everyone knows, the Santa Fe Railroad is really the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad. When I arrived, Uncle Robert asked, ‘Did you come through Topeka?’ I said, ‘I didn’t go through Topeka.’ ‘If you came on the Santa Fe, you did,’ he said.

“‘Not the train I was on,’ I said. ‘It bypassed Topeka.’

“Uncle Robert got hot under the collar at that but I wouldn’t give in. He had his wife call up the Santa Fe and when he found out that the train on which I’d arrived hadn’t gone through Topeka, he was sore at me for weeks.”

Great-Uncle Robert was mad at Father about something
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