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Foreword

The tall, tan, rangy dude draped his long frame into a Kem Weber chair in my Disney Studio office, plopped his feet up on my desk, and broke into a crinkly grin: ”Yeah…I freely admit…I’m a nep!” 

The date was circa 1980. The speaker was one Steve Hulett, son of Ralph Hulett, a veteran background painter at the Walt Disney Studio during its heyday (thus accounting for Steve’s self-proclaimed “nep”status). Steve was also that most rare of employees in a company full of draftsmen, painters, and designers. He was a writer! He could talk about the film at hand and could produce reams of dialogue for it, but he could also natter on about current Studio gossip, as well as breezily recount Old Hollywood anecdotes gleaned from a lunch with screenwriter Niven Busch. I didn’t realize at the time, though, that all the while he was doing this, Steve was also filing away anecdotes of this New Hollywood, the Disney Animation Studio of the late seventies and eighties, which he retells drily in the pages ahead.

I toiled in the trenches with Steve. I was a fellow arteest at the Mouse House during the years he wittily describes in this memoir. We worked on some films like The Fox and the Hound where I, as an animator, had no contact with the writerly world of “story” that Steve inhabited. We worked together on other films, like Black Cauldron and Great Mouse Detective (which really should have been known by its original title, Basil of Baker Street, but you’ll get the sordid details from Steve a few chapters in) where I, in my new role as a director (and story man) toiled side by side with Mr. Hulett, doing battle with people who didn’t always share our enlightened point of view about the storytelling in these films. We have matching scars to prove it.

This book is entitled “Mouse in Transition” and that’s a good title, although there are other “t” words that can also be used to describe this time at the Disney Animation Studio: “tumultuous”, “tense” (at times), and “turbulent”.  The seventies and eighties at Disney saw tremendous upheavals, particularly volcanic coming after years of relative torpor. Veterans were retiring, new kids arriving, passed over folks in the middle frustrated, civil wars within, threatened hostile takeovers without. And an ill-advised strike that was founded on the powerful position: “If you keep sending the work we do overseas, we’re not going to do it anymore…” Hmmmm…

Steve pens a pretty accurate portrait, to the squinty eyes of my memory, of the people and the politics of the day. The insecurity of the Studio itself and the artists who staffed it at that time comes through pretty strongly in Steve’s telling.

Most special to me are Steve’s portraits of some of the artists I worked with and learned from, and occasionally clashed with. People who haven’t gotten the notice that some of their more celebrated confreres did, but who were an essential part of the fabric of Disney during this time. Mentors like Vance Gerry. Wags like Ed Gombert. And floating over the entire narrative, the complex figure of the forgotten man, Steve’s best friend, collaborator, and guide through the thicket of Studio politics: Pete Young. Pete was a talented, tormented artist and political animal, and a sensitive storyteller whose gag drawings were funnier than anything in most of the movies he worked on. Steve’s evolving relationship with Pete is the emotional spine of this work.

I hope you enjoy Steve’s puckish parade of long suffering “creatives”, narcissists, and neurotics (I count myself among their number) as much as I did. Egos and artists are part of what made the Disney Studio and its films unique. Working at the Mouse House during these years could be maddening. It could be frustrating. But it also could be rewarding, and God help us, fun. 

John Musker

Writer-director with Ron Clements: The Great Mouse Detective, Little Mermaid, Aladdin, Hercules, Treasure Planet, Princess and the Frog

October 2014
Los Angeles, California


chapter one

Getting Hired

On a warm October afternoon in 1976, I was sitting in a third-floor animation office of Walt Disney Productions. A middle-aged man with wire-frame glasses and well-barbered gray hair sat behind a neat desk, smiling tightly at me. He looked like a Topeka pharmacist.

His name was Don Duckwall, administrative director for Disney Feature Animation, and I sat across from him thinking: Don Duckwall? Seriously? Does Disney have an executive someplace named Mick Mousewall, too?

Duckwall shuffled papers. “Steve? We’ve decided to hire you as a story trainee. You’ll have three months to develop some practice projects and, uh, show us what you can do. Then the department review committee will evaluate your work and decide if we hire you full time. You start Monday.”

And the following Monday I showed up for work skittish as a caffeinated schnauzer. I needed a job badly, but would I make the three-month cut? Would I fit in? I had not a clue.

In the mid-seventies, Walt Disney Productions was pretty much as it had been when Walt walked around the place in the mid-sixties. The House of Mouse was still a small, sleepy movie studio that turned out a handful of live-action comedies, the occasional animated feature, and a once-a-week TV anthology. There were manicured flower beds and lawns surrounding art deco buildings that had been constructed on the eve of World War II. There was the sprawling Animation Building in the center of the lot, still housing executives, producers, and animators. But, except for the amusement parks, Disney remained a small player in Hollywood. There were no Clint Eastwoods or Paul Newmans working on the lot. The studio was beneath the big stars’ notice.

Mr. Duckwall showed me to a third-floor office the size of a walk-in closet that contained a small desk, two chairs, and a Selectric typewriter. My job was to find kids’ books in the studio library and mold them into treatments and scripts that would be reviewed by a training panel. If they liked what they saw, I would be retained. If not, I would be slipped the axe after three months.

I was next introduced to my official “mentor”, a blond-haired man named Don Bluth. Don was a directing animator who looked like a university grad student, dressed in a button-down shirt and corduroy Levis. He seemed super busy, but he stopped drawing long enough to shake my hand and tell me to believe in what I was working on and commit to it “with passion”.

I tried hard to follow Mr. Bluth’s instructions, but I was uptight. I had found out there was another writer-trainee on the third floor, a woman named Jan Norbert. I convinced myself that she would get the long-term gig and I would be back on the street, looking for work.

I came across a couple of children’s books in the second-floor library that I thought could be turned into short scripts and commenced writing them up. Every few days I trotted down to Don Bluth’s office for pointers and feedback. Don kept emphasizing that I should “believe in” and “get excited about” the projects I worked on. I liked the books I had found for my training exercises well enough, but I wasn’t going to be picking my own material when I was assigned to a studio production. What if I was attached to some stinker like Willie the Wacky Wombat? What would I do then? Say, “Thanks, but I can’t get excited about this, give me something else?” I didn’t think Don’s advice about “believing in” each and every feature was entirely practical, but I kept the thought to myself. Better to be a hard-working professional, and leave it at that.

In truth, Don didn’t have much time for me. He was the animation director on a live-action and animated extravaganza entitled Pete’s Dragon, which was the studio’s multi-million dollar effort at a second Mary Poppins, and that consumed nearly all his attention. One morning I was in his office with animator John Pomeroy. John and Don were talking over a scene about Elliot the dragon, and I sat in the corner, waiting my turn for an audience.

Suddenly there was a knock on the door and Ken Anderson, Disney Animation veteran and the designer of the animated dragon named Elliot (the title character of the movie), stepped into the room. He had a neat brown beard, bright blue eyes, and three drawings of the cartoon dragon in his hand. He held them out to Don Bluth.

“Hey, I’ve got a great improvement for Elliot. Purple tassels.”

“Purple tassels?” Don said.

“On the end of Elliot’s ears,” Ken rejoined.

Don looked at the drawing and smiled broadly. “Purple tassels. That’s great, Ken. Really great.”

Ken smiled back. Pointed at the new colored lines on the ends of the dragon’s ears. “They really make a difference, don’t you think?”

“They’re terrific, Ken. Absolutely. I’ll show the guys.”

Ken nodded, blue eyes brighter than before, and exited. The door snicked shut and his footsteps clacked off down the hall. Don dropped his smile and heaved an exasperated sigh.

“What is Ken thinking about? We can’t add tassels to the ends of the ears. We’re in production. Scenes are in color already. This won’t work.”

John Pomeroy, sitting six feet away, heartily agreed. He and Don bantered back and forth about how unrealistic Ken was being about the revised designs. I had the good sense to keep my trainee mouth shut, but it dawned on me that it might have been simpler to tell Mr. Anderson to his face that the purple tassels were a bad idea and non-starter. It also dawned on me that the simple, direct route wasn’t the way things were done at Disney. It meant ruffling too many feathers that were best left smooth and undisturbed.

Back in my third-floor office, I went on writing my adaptations of the kids’ books, revising them multiple times under Don’s direction. Don was generally vague and non-committal about my work, and I didn’t think I was getting much of anywhere. And one day at lunch I let my frustration show by blurting that Don Bluth didn’t seem to know much about story. The young animator I was sitting with on the commissary patio went white and pointed at a nearby table.

Where Don Bluth sat eating with John Pomeroy and another animator named Gary Goldman.

Game. Set. Match.

Whatever blood I still had pumping through my heart drained into my feet. Don must have overheard. I was sure my Disney career was over before it began. Shaking with fear and anxiety, I returned to my tiny office and waited for the inevitable phone call:

“Sorry it didn’t work out, Steve. Pick up your last check from Human Resources, turn in your gate pass, and drive safely.”

But nothing happened. Either Don hadn’t noticed my snotty remark, or had chosen to ignore it.

More pages, more reviews, and my ninety-day “trainee” period wound to its end. I turned in the final drafts of my treatments and scripts, and waited for the review committee’s verdict. Don Duckwall told me he would let me know if I was being hired permanently “no later than Thursday”. But Thursday came and went, and then half of Friday rolled by.

Still nothing.

On Friday afternoon, as I sat dolefully in my little office, digesting the fragment of chicken pot pie I had managed to consume in the studio commissary, Don Duckwall stuck his head through my door.

“We’ve decided to keep you. We’re letting the other trainee go.” Long pause. “So now I guess it’s up to us to find something for you to do.”

Find something for you to do. Those words didn’t sound too encouraging, but I was happy enough with the rest of them. Duckwall pulled his head from my half-open door, and I stared numbly out the office window, gazing at the Disney employees hurrying back and forth on Dopey Drive.

So where was I going from here?


chapter two

Larry Clemmons

In 1977, the head animation writer at Walt Disney Productions was cartoon veteran Larry Clemmons, who had first been hired at the studio in 1930. At the time of his hiring, he was a Yale graduate with a degree in architecture, but an Ivy League education was of little value in 1930 when the economy was collapsing…and few buildings were being erected.

So Larry took the job he could get: work as an in-betweener at Walter Elias Disney’s Hyperion Avenue Studio. He soon climbed his way up to assistant on Mickey shorts, and later moved to Ward Kimball’s unit and the Disney Story Department. When World War II happened, Larry left the studio and decamped to the Midwest, where he wrote technical manuals for wartime manufacturing plants.

But Mr. Clemmons hadn’t given up on show biz. He freelanced in radio, and at the end of the war, landed a job on Bing Crosby’s prime-time network radio show, where he spent nine happy years writing weekly scripts for Bing and assorted guest stars. When the radio gig ended, he returned to Walt Disney Productions as a writer and segment producer on The Mickey Mouse Club. And when that assignment wrapped up, he wrote Walt’s spoken intros for the television show Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color.

Walt must have liked Larry’s work, because a few years later, when the Writers Guild went on strike, he saved Larry from walking a picket line by switching him to animated features…and another union’s jurisdiction. (Or maybe he just didn’t want Mr. Clemmons outside the studio gates waving a sign that read: “On Strike!”)

Don Duckwall introduced me to Larry halfway through my first week of “permanent” employment. He had gray hair, a generous nose, and a wry sense of humor lightly seasoned with cynicism. After a year of working together, he provided an example of where the cynicism came from:

All this crap about the Golden Age of animation? Back in the thirties? It wasn’t MY Golden Age. It was the middle of the damn Depression. There weren’t any damn jobs. And there I was, doing breakdowns on a damn Donald Duck short. And then the production manager would walk in and say, “We gotta get this picture out! Who wants to come in Saturday and work?” If you wanted to keep your job you raised your hand and shouted how much you wanted to spend your Saturday there. For no pay. Like I say, it wasn’t MY Golden Age.

Larry also regaled me with tales from his radio days, about doing live remotes at March Air Force Base with his boss and Bob Hope, where he scrambled through the audience retrieving script pages when Bob didn’t like Crosby’s witty ad libs and threw Bing’s entire script out into the front-row seats.

But all that was later. At our first meeting, he greeted me cordially and said that Woolie Reitherman, leader of the Animation Department and director on every animated feature since Sleeping Beauty, was holding a meeting in a downstairs story room and wanted the whole story crew there.

So down we went. Wolfgang Reitherman, tall, weathered, and more rugged-looking than John Wayne, was holding forth in a big story room in D wing, with a dozen story artists arrayed around him in swoopy, leather-and-wood chairs. He shook his head.

Guys, The Rescuers is done now, but it cost seven-and-a half-million dollars. Seven-and-a-half-MILLION dollars. We can’t go on spending that kind of money on these things, we just can’t. We gotta find ways to do them cheaper.

Everyone bobbed their heads in solemn agreement. I was new and had no freaking idea what an eighty-five minute cartoon feature was supposed to cost, but I nodded my head, too. When in a movie studio, the safest approach is to follow the behavior modeled by the locals.

In retrospect, of course, the seven-and-a half-million dollars was a bargain. Every Disney animation feature since has cost more, way more. But who the hell knew THAT was the budget trajectory in 1977?

The Story Department had a half-dozen storyboard artists working on the next Disney feature, a tale about a fox and a hunting dog called, naturally enough, The Fox and the Hound, and Woolie had already assigned artists to different sequences, even though there was little more than a sketchy story outline. Frank Thomas and Ollie Johnston, the last of Walt’s original supervising animators, were busy in their first-floor offices designing characters and doing “experimental animation”, figuring out how the lead characters might act and move.

Meanwhile, up on the third floor, Larry was turning out script pages and test dialogue, running them by Woolie, and then recording the dialogue across Dopey Drive on a small soundstage next to the studio theater. Larry’s pages were formatted like a radio script, with characters’ names off to the side and dialogue arrayed in large blocks of type. At the time, I thought this was the way all scripts looked. Only later did I realize that Larry had brought his format from a decade of writing radio comedy back with him to Disney.

Larry’s scripts didn’t contain much narrative description because Larry focused on dialogue. He knew how to set lines up and pay them off, knew how to make the words “ping” against one another. Just then he was writing “wild lines” for Tod the fox and Copper the hound dog—as puppies. Woolie was testing lots of kid actors, searching for the right mix of voices for the new animated feature.

Since Larry was now my immediate supervisor, I showed him everything I wrote and also tagged along with him to the recording stage when the kid actors showed up to read his dialogue. Woolie was always in the booth with the engineer; Larry stayed down on the stage floor with the seven- and eight-year-old actors, prompting them with line readings and doing a lot of the heavy directorial lifting.

Larry Clemmons was a solid voice director. If a kid was listless and flat, Larry demonstrated how to goose the line: “John? Try it this way: ‘I’m a hooouund dog.’” Or if a kid was over the top, Larry knew how to reel him back in. Instructions, then the modeled line (Mr. Clemmons knew what he wanted), then a bit of praise. Worked like a charm.

Various children paraded through the recording stage, agents and mothers in tow. Larry and Woolie honed in on two boys with quirky but oddly magnetic voices. Larry wrote more lines, and the pair was brought back for additional readings. The results weren’t part of an existing sequence, but Frank Thomas heard the wild lines, got inspired, and commenced thumb-nailing a long stretch of the young dog and fox meeting for the first time, getting in trouble together. Within a couple of months, Frank animated action and business containing so much personality and life, that every foot of Frank’s test animation…and Larry’s dialogue…ended up in the feature.

A little over a year later, Frank and Larry had both retired.


chapter three

The Disney Animation Story Crew

Larry had me writing sequence scripts for The Fox and the Hound, which turned out to be my assignment for the next six months. Part of the package was attending Woolie Reitherman’s marathon story sessions, which often left me drained and dazed. There were also Woolie’s marathon take-selection meetings, which left me drained and bewildered.

(Woolie was big on high-attendance, open-ended meetings.)

During this time, I had an opportunity to see Robin Hood (Disney’s previous release) and The Rescuers (still waiting in the wings). The Rescuers was amazingly good, Robin Hood decidedly less so. I wondered how that could be, since both movies had the same creative team. I decided it was one of the ongoing mysteries of the film business. Nobody hit a home run every time at bat.

I also got assigned to look at older features. One day Woolie sent me into a small sweat box to watch Dumbo, and a funny thing happened. As I emerged from the screening room, Frank Thomas was striding down the hall. He gave me a sunny smile and asked what I’d been looking at. I said, “Dumbo. It’s sure a nice picture.” Without missing a beat, Frank said: “There’s a mistake in every scene.”

I thought this was a peculiar remark and asked Ward Kimball if he knew why Frank might have said it. Ward replied: “That’s easy. Frank didn’t work on Dumbo.”

As I wrote stuff for Larry and Woolie, I was also supplying gags, ideas, and bits of dialogue to the half dozen Fox and Hound board artists, busily working to pull the picture into a coherent whole. (Another young writer, Earl Kress, was doing the same down the hall. Earl had broken into animation at DePatie Freleng and had worked at Disney’s for a year. He would go on to win an Emmy for his work on Warner Bros. Animation’s Pinky and the Brain.)

The Disney board artists were a breed unto themselves. There was Ted Berman, one of Woolie’s “old reliables”. Ted had been at the studio since 1940, starting as an in-betweener and working his way up the ladder, story sketch by story sketch. Mr. Berman had a sign tacked to one of his big cork boards that was telling: “The stuff was funny when it left here.”

And there was Vance Gerry, one of the best story minds in the studio. He created drawings that communicated with clear composition, inspired design, and often a small dab of color to emphasize a story point. Vance had come up with some of the best visual ideas for The Rescuers, but nobody would ever find those things out by talking to him, because he raised self-effacement to a high art. He constantly denied that he had much talent or skill. And when Friday rolled around, his catch-phrase was: “Well, fooled them another week.”

Another of his pet sayings was: “Never draw what you can blow up and trace on the Lucie; never trace what you can Xerox; never Xerox what you can reuse.” Funny, but highly deceptive, because Vance drew like a man touched by an angel who ran a Renaissance art studio. But then, Vance was a master of misdirection.

Dave Michener was another veteran story artist. He had joined the studio in the mid-1950s, around the same time that Vance hired on. Dave was managing a gas station at the time, and Disney paid so little money that he kept the gas station job for the first year he worked at the Mouse House. For a long time, Dave worked as animation giant Milt Kahl’s assistant, and Milt considered him the best right-hand man he ever had. By the time I met him, Dave was a pillar of the Disney Story Department.

Mel Shaw was a designer and master with pastel chalk who was also deeply involved in story work. Mel had been in the animation business for as long as any of Disney’s grizzled veterans, but he’d spent much of his time away from Walt Disney Productions. Starting at Harmon-Ising as a teenager in the thirties, he had come to Disney to develop Bambi but then left. Forty years on, he had returned to work on The Rescuers and was one of the key idea men on The Fox and the Hound.

Burny Mattinson, once an animator and before that an assistant, had storyboarded parts of The Rescuers and was now at work on his second feature. He had a light, well-developed drawing style that had evolved out of his years as a book illustrator. Burny had started at the studio at nineteen and eventually ended up as a director and producer.

And then there was Pete Young. Pete looked like a junior in high school, with thick curly hair and an unlined face, but he’d been at Disney’s almost ten years. He had started as a traffic boy and soon moved to the effects department. Self-conscious about his drawing ability, he could in fact put more personality into a few lines on paper than any artist this side of Vance Gerry. Added to which, he had an uncanny knack of coming up with sequences Woolie liked…and projects the studio greenlit for production. He was the story person who taught me:

You can never sell a director or management on an idea until they’re ready to buy it. You must have patience.

On top of all that, Pete generally knew everything worth knowing in the department. What man was chasing what woman (and the reverse). What animator was in the doghouse with a supervisor. What executives on the top floor were contemplating. He had a vast network of co-workers who dropped into his large, second-floor office mornings and afternoons with the latest news regarding upper management and the latest internal department battle.

He and I would become close chums in the years ahead.

A Woolie Reitherman Storyboard Meeting: “The Fox and the Hound”

They almost always started abruptly. And without prior notice:

I’m at the corner of a big assistant director’s desk, scribbling ideas on a pad. Dave Michener is pinning a final drawing on a big corkboard, one of four that is filled with drawings, top to bottom and fore to aft, part of Sequence Eleven, the “Burrow” sequence.

Without warning, Woolie materializes in the doorway, unlit cigar clamped in the corner of his mouth, steel gray hair tousled. “So. What you got going on here?”

Dave straightens up. Points to the four boards. The leather and wood chairs come together in a half circle as if by magic, and a half-dozen artists and writers come out of nowhere to plunk down in them: Woolie in the middle, Larry Clemmons next to him sucking on an unfiltered Chesterfield, Vance Gerry leaning forward, Ted Berman leaning back. And me off to one side, pen and notepad in hand.

Dave steps to Board One and presents the sequence:

Tod the fox creeps through a forest glade full of steel traps; suddenly Tod sets a trap off, quickly followed by more snapping steel jaws and shotgun blasts. A frantic chase unfolds, ending with the fox trapped in his burrow with soul mate Vixie and their three bewildered pups. The hunter burns brush to smoke the furry animals out, then there is more slashing and shooting as the fox break out a rear exit. Action action ACTION.

Dave finishes. Woolie rotates the unlit cigar stuck in his mouth. “Hm. Well, yeah. I’m not sure I buy all the time we’re taking to get to the damn burrow. What do you guys think?”

A grunt from Vance. Larry puffs on his cigarette, finally says, “Maybe we can lose some of the trap drawings. Tighten it up.” Ted Berman allows that it seems to go along pretty good to him. I stay silent and take notes.

Woolie heaves out of his chair and folds over five of Dave’s drawings, pinning the upper left corners of each onto the lower right corner, signifying it’s out. Board by board, row by row, he works his way though the sequence. Folding, repinning.

“We really need the kids in here? Slows things down. Maybe just the girl fox. And the hunting dog should be more involved. Have him dig at the entrance. Let’s see more of what’s going on inside the burrow. See more of the foxes’ desperation…”

Woolie is methodical. Woolie is relentless. He scribbles illegible drawings, pins them up. Repositions sketches. By the time an hour’s gone by, the boards have a third or a half of the drawings pinned over. And Dave has a new set of marching orders. Lose the kids. Speed up the action in and around the burrow. Get the lead characters from the traps to the burrow quicker.

Finally, we stand up to leave. Woolie heads for the door, looks back at Dave Michener. “How long you need to do the changes?”

Dave shrugs. “A week. Six days.”

Everybody exits. In the hall, Vance sighs and shakes his head. “Six days? And then we’ll have another meeting and Woolie will tear up his boards again? I couldn’t take it, not every six days. I don’t know how Dave does that. Me, I need at least two or three weeks between meetings.”

Dave’s work on Sequence 11 went on for another eleven months. Every week or two, Woolie strolled in unannounced and sat down to hold court again. Eleven months later, Sequence 11 was within eight drawings of where it was on this date.
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Peter Young, one of the story wizards of Disney Feature Animation. Forever youthful.




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
5 i

- TRANSITION

An Insider’s Look at
Disney Feature Animation

STEVE HULETT

Foreword by John Musker
Disney Feature Films Animation Director






OEBPS/images/peteYoung.jpg





